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Your chair at critique group is empty,
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Chapter Graphic

Chapter 1

Chapter Graphic

Top||Next

London, 1833

When those in society talked about Lord and Lady Hammond, there was one conclusion about the viscount and his
wife no one bothered to dispute: They couldn't stand each other.

This dictum was mentioned in drawing room conversations with the same unquestioning certainty given to English
rain and Irish trouble. Gossips could only speculate about the reasons that had divided the couple only six months
after their wedding, but eight years later, Lady Hammond had not provided her husband with the customary heir,
the pair lived thoroughly separate lives, and even the greenest hostess alive knew never to invite them to the same
dinner party.
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Despite the lack of adirect heir to the viscountcy, the marital estrangement of Lord and Lady Hammond showed
no signs of being breached by either party. Until the fifteenth of March 1833. That was the day a letter changed
everything, at least as far as the viscount was concerned.

The missive came by express, reaching Hammond's L ondon residence about eleven o'clock in the evening. The
viscount, however, was not at home. Since it was the midst of the London season, John Hammond, like most men
of his socia position, was out about town, engaged in the unholy trinity of male excess: drinking, gambling, and
skirt-chasing.

Hisfriends, Lord Damon Hewitt and Sir Robert Jamison, were happily assisting him in these endeavors. After
severa hours at their favorite gaming hell, they arrived at Brooks's just before midnight. Once there, they
proceeded to empty their sixth bottle of port as they discussed where to spend the remainder of their night.

"I say, Hammond, at some point during the evening we have to go to Kettering's ball,” Sir Robert said. "Just for an
hour or two. Lord Damon and | both promised Lady Kettering we would be there, and you know how sheisif you
don't show. Makes aterrible fuss. We have to make an appearance at least.”

"Then | shall be forced to take leave of you before then," John replied and poured himself a glass of port from the
decanter on the table. "Violawas invited to Kettering's ball and accepted the invitation. Therefore, | was impelled
to decline.

Y ou know my wife and | never appear at the same functions.”

"No gentleman appears at the same functions as his own wife, Sir Robert," Lord Damon explained to their younger
companion. "Besides, it would be wise if Hammond steered clear. Emma Rawlins will be there, and the fur would
surely fly."

John almost wanted to laugh at that. His last mistress was not likely to create any emotion in his wife other than
more of the same disdain she had displayed toward him for years. A sad end, given the adoring young woman he'd
married. But marriages were seldom happy, and he had long ago given up any stupid notions that his would be one
of the few to beat the odds.

'Mrs. Rawlinsis apretty creature,” Sir Robert added. "Y ou might see her and regret putting an end to that amour."

John thought of Emma's possessiveness, the smothering possessiveness no mistress had the right to claim, and
which had caused him to terminate their arrangement two months before and pay off her contract. "I doubt it. The
end was not amicable." He swirled his glass and took a swallow of port. "I believe | an done with women for a
while."

"Y ou always say that!" Damon laughed. "It never lasts for long. When it comes to women, you are a Turk,
Hammond. Y ou should have a harem."

"One woman at atimeis enough, Lord Damon!

My last two mistresses have given me reason enough to be soured on romance.”
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His mistress prior to Emma, the opera singer Maria Allen, had gotten him shot in a duel two years earlier by her
husband. Allen, after years of neglecting his wife, had suddenly decided her affairs with other men bothered him.
The two men had each put a bullet into the shoulder of the other and honor had been satisfied. The reconciliation of
the Aliens had not been happy. He had eventually taken off for America, and she was now Lord Dew-hurst's
mistress.

Emma Rawlins, however, did not seem inclined to finding herself a new protector. She had been writing to him at
weekly intervals from the cottage he had given her in Sussex, letters chiding him, scolding him, and begging him to
come back to her. Hisreplies of polite refusal had not satisfied her, however, and she had followed him to London,
but he had no intention of seeing her.

In fact, since breaking from Emma, John found himself at loose ends. He was not inclined toward a new mistress,
and his reason was difficult to define. A man's relationship with his mistress, to his way of thinking, ought to be
simple, straightforward, and purely physical. It so seldom turned out that way, and perhaps that was the reason for
his reluctance. He had no desire to become involved in another imbroglio, for he hated emotional scenes. Always
had.

John did not express these feelings to his friends, however, and his friends, being gentlemen, did not inquire. If
they had, he would have sidestepped their questions with a witty remark or a change of subject.

"No, my friends," he said, shaking his head. "Women are charming, intriguing creatures, but they are also
expensive in many different ways. | intend to go without a mistress this year."

"The entire year?' Lord Damon made a sound of disbelief. "And it isonly March. This has to be another one of
your jokes. You love the ladies too much to do without a mistress for the entire year."

John leaned back in his chair and lifted his glass. "Just because a man doesn't have a mistress, it doesn't mean he
isn't loving the ladies."

His companions got a good laugh out of that comment and deemed it worthy of histoast. The three charged their
glasses, then decided anything less than several toasts to the loving of ladies was adisservice to the fair sex. Within
five minutes the bottle was empty.

"Look you, Hammond," Lord Damon said, his voice suddenly serious, quieting their merriment. "Isn't that footman
at the door one of yours?*

John looked up, following his friend's glance. Sure enough, framed in the doorway and scanning the crowded room
with an anxious expression was one of his own servants. Catching sight of him, the lad hurried forward and held
out aletter. "Come from the north, my lord. It being an express, Mr. Pershing sent me out at once to find you."

Correspondence sent by express almost always conveyed bad news, and John thought at once of Hammond Park,
his Northumberland estate. But when he glanced at his own name and direction written on the outside of the folded
sheet of paper, he was startled to discover that the handwriting was not that of his steward. It was from Constance,
his cousin's wife, and that meant whatever bad news was contained in the letter was a family matter. His
apprehension deepened as he broke the seal and unfolded the single sheet.
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It contained only four lines, the ink smudged with tears. The news was even more disastrous than he could have
imagined. Y et as he stared at the words, reading them again and again, he was unable to quite grasp their meaning.
He felt numb, dazed, unable to accept what he read. It ssmply could not be.

Percy. Oh, God. Percy.

Pain dliced through the numbness. He tried to focus on what this news meant, what he had to do, but all he could
think about was that he had let an entire year slip away without seeing his cousin and best friend, and now it was
too late.

"Hammond?"' Lord Damon's concerned voice broke into his reverie, and John came to his senses. He folded the
letter and put it in his pocket. Fighting to keep his countenance neutral, he looked at the footman waiting anxiously
by his elbow. "Have my carriage brought ‘round at once."

"Yes, my lord."

The footman departed, and his friends continued to study him with concern. Neither asked him what the problem
was, but the question hung in the air. John did not enlighten them. He picked up his glass and downed the last of
his port, fighting hard to regain the numbness of a moment before.

Later, he told himself, shoving pain aside. He would grieve later. Just now, he had to think of the effect this news
would have on his estates. The estates had to come first. They always came first. He shoved back his chair and
rose. "Gentlemen, | fear | must leave you. Urgent business calls me away. Forgive me."

Without waiting for either man to reply, John bowed, turned away from the table, and left the room. By the time he
reached the street, his carriage was waiting, and he instructed his driver to journey first to histown housein
Bloomsbury Square.

Half an hour later his valet, Stephens, was packing his things for the journey to Shropshire, and John was on his
way to Kettering's ball. Viola had to be told of this news.

The encounter was likely to be adifficult one. His wife had always been awoman of deep pas-sions, and her
strongest passion was her loathing for him. It was a feeling she made abundantly clear at every infrequent
encounter they had, her demeanor toward him as frigid as the depths of the sea. Her life would be affected by the
news he had just received in away she was sure to abhor.

He knew that his arrival at Kettering's ball would no doubt cause a stir, for he and Viola did not even bother to
pretend their marriage had meaning. It was an empty union, and had been for over eight years. That was all about
to change, he vowed as he paused in the doorway of Lord Kettering's ballroom.

Despite the crowd that filled the glittering room and the fact that his wife was a small woman, John caught sight of
her easily. She had on a ball gown of deep pink silk, but had she not been wearing her favorite color, he would still
have spied her almost at once. Even after so many years of separate beds and separate lives, he could always find
Violain any crowd.

It was her hair, of course. It gleamed in the candlelight of the chandeliers overhead, and as always, its brilliant,
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golden color made him think of sunlight.

She was turned away from him, and he could not see her face, but that did not matter. He knew every inch of it—
the heart shape, the wide hazel eyes and thick brown lashes, the pretty mouth with that tiny mole at the corner, the
dimple in her right cheek when she smiled. He didn't know why he should remember that, since it had been many,
many years since she had last smiled at him, but he did remember it. Viola had a smile that could make the heavens
open. She also had a frown of such scorn, it could send a man straight to hell. John had been to both destinations
more than once.

All the guests were engaged in the dancing or in observing of it, and it took a bit of time for hisarrival to be
noticed. When it was, the quadrille turned into something of a mess, for the dancers became too occupied with
staring at him to pay attention to the intricate steps, and after afew moments the musicians gave up playing.
Conversation faded to an awkward silence, then murmurs of shocked speculation began to circulate the room. All
inevitable reactions, John supposed, for it had been years since Lord and Lady Hammond had appeared at the same
social event.

He watched as his wife turned in his direction, and he caught his breath, stunned as always by the sheer beauty of
her face and the perfection of her figure. Though it was nearly ayear since he had last laid eyes on her, she looked
exactly as he remembered.

He watched the delicate color in her cheeks fade to a chalky white at the sight of him, and though schooled in
social graces al her life, she was appalled by his arrival and unable to conceal it.

When he started in her direction, however, she had no choice but to recover her poise and play her part as his
viscountess in front of all these people. He paused in front of her, and she greeted him with the scrupulous, icy
politeness characteristic of their infrequent meetings over the years.

"Hammond," she said with a curtsy.

He bowed in return. "Lady Hammond," he answered, taking the gloved hand she held out. He touched his lipsto
her knuckles through the fabric, then released her hand and turned so she might take his arm.

She hesitated, but after a moment, placed her hand on his arm. It was the barest touch, but enough. In view of
society, she had to play the compliant wife, and both of them knew it, but in private Viola was seldom compliant.
One of the privileges of being a duke's sister.

Her brother stood nearby, and John could feel the hostile gaze of the Duke of Tremore on him like the blasting heat
of a coal furnace. But when he greeted the other man, his brother-in-law's demeanor was as cold as Viola's had
been. No wonder. Tremore viewed his baby sister as an angel. John was in a position to know better. Viola might
look asif she should have ahalo over her head, but her nature was a very human one indeed.

Tremore, in John's opinion, had been most fortunate in his own choice of wife. Though not the most beautiful of
women, the duchess was one of the most placid, tactful ladies of his acquaintance, and her demeanor was far less
hostile than her husband's. "Hammond," she said, holding out her hand.

"Duchess.” He bowed over her gloved fingers. "Y ou look well," he added as he straightened. "l was gratified to
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hear your son came into this world healthy and strong."

"Y es, and that was nearly ten months ago," Tremore answered for her through clenched teeth, underlining the fact
that since the child's birth, John had never once come to see his nephew. He had not even gone to the christening.

John, being a man possessed of both his common sense and his sanity, never put himself through visits with his
brother-in-law if he could helpit. "A strong, healthy child is a blessing for any man," he said. "And a son ensures
that your estates are secure. Duke, you are a most fortunate man."

John's own lack of an heir was a point not lost on Tremore, who looked away. Feeling Viola's hand tighten on his
arm, John allowed her to pull him away from the duke and duchess.

"Why are you here?' she demanded in an angry whisper as they walked arm in arm along one side of the room.

"For areason that cannot be explained in whispers at a crowded ball. Smile, Viola, or if you cannot manage it, at
least be polite. Everyone is staring at us."

"If it bothers you to be stared at, you could just leave,” she suggested. "I am sure there are many placesin London
that would be far more amusing for you. Besides, showing up at Kettering's ball after declining the invitation is the
height of bad taste.”

They passed a pretty redhead in pale green silk, who gazed at him with imploring eyes. Though John pretended he
had not seen her, Violaimmediately assumed the worst.

"So EmmaRawlinsis your reason for being here?' she said. " The gossips have been speculating for weeks that you
ended it with her, but they were obviously wrong. God," she choked, "how you must enjoy humiliating me."

"I livefor it," he answered at once, her contempt having its usual affect on him—impelling him to employ his most
sarcastic wit. "I pull the wings off of flies, too. Though, | confess, torturing helpless kittensis my favorite. Truly
good sport, that."

She let out her breath in an angry huff and started to pull away from his side, but he would not let her. He crossed
his arm over his chest, using his free hand to grip hers and hold her to his side. He was keeping tight rein on his
own emotions, striving not to think about the letter in his pocket, striving to keep his pain at bay. A quarrel with
Violawould send him over the edge.

"Stop trying to pick afight with me and listen,” he murmured. "I have business in the North and need to leave at
first light, business | must discuss with you ere | go. | have to speak with you in private."

"Have a private meeting with you? Not a chance of it."

She stared to pull away again, and he tightened his grip. "It is important, Viola. Very important, and it involves
you."

She turned her head and studied him for a moment, then gave areluctant nod. "Very well, but you will have to
wait. | am engaged for the next dance. Let go of me."
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She pulled against his hold again, and this time he released her. Bowing, John watched her walk away. Therigid
set of her shoulders made him appreciate yet again the depth of her animosity for him. He thought of the letter in
his pocket and what it meant, and hoped she did not loathe him beyond all amendment. If she did, hislife had just
become aliving hell.

Why had he come? The question kept running through Viola's mind as she moved through the steps of the dance.
She felt off balance, baffled, uneasy. It had been years since John had felt the need to discuss anything with her.
What was there for them to talk about now? And why tonight?

As she danced with her partner, she kept glancing around the ballroom, her gaze seeking him out in the crowd,
unableto quite believe he was really here. Y et his presence was not her imagination. He'd said that important news
had brought him here, but as usual, she could discern nothing by his face or demeanor. He stood amid a group of
people, talked and smiled and looked as if he hadn't a care in the world, though Viola knew from long and bitter
experience that if that were so, he would be anywhere but here. And there had been something tense and hard in his
voice, which was uncharacteristic of hisusual careless air.

She turned her attention away from her husband and tried to concentrate on simply getting through the steps of the
dance. She should know by now that any attempts to understand John or his actions were useless. A hint of the old
pain twisted in her heart, and that surprised her, for she thought she had vanquished that long ago.

She fought to regain the icy composure that had served her for so long, the protective shell that shielded her from
the pain of hislies and his women, but her uneasiness grew with each passing moment until it became an almost
unbearable tension. She could hear the buzzing hum of speculations about his presence all around her and feel the
astute gazes of London's greatest gossips glancing back and forth among herself, her husband, and Emma Rawlins.
By the time the quadrille ended twenty minutes later, she was a mass of jangled nerves.

She had barely returned to her place beside her brother Anthony and his wife Daphne before her husband was there
to take her arm again. Amid the astonished stares and whispers, Viola and John left the ballroom together.

He took her into Kettering's library and closed the doors behind them. Thankfully, he did not keep her in suspense
any longer. The moment the doors were closed, he turned toward her and came to the point. "Percy isdead. Sois
his son."

Viola sucked in adeep breath of shock. "How? What happened?"
"Scarlet fever. They are having a virulent outbreak of it in Shropshire. | received an express just this evening."

She shook her head, trying to assimilate this bit of news. Percival Hammond, her husband's cousin and best friend,
was dead. Without thinking, she reached out and put a hand on hisarm. "l am so sorry,” she said, and meant it. "I
know he was like a brother to you."

John shook off her touch as if it burned and walked past her. She turned to stare at his back, wondering why she
had bothered to express her sympathy. She should have known he would never welcomeit.
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"I have to go to Whitchurch for the funeral,” he said over his shoulder.

"Of course. Do you..." She paused, dismay filling her at the question she could not quite bring herself to ask.
Surely he did not expect her to ac company him. She forced herself to speak. "Are you here to ask me to go with
you?"'

He turned around to look at her. "God, no!" he replied with such vehemence that she winced, though she had not
expected any other answer. He saw her expression and exhaled a sharp sigh. "I did not mean that the way it
sounded.”

"Did you not?'

"No, damn it. | was actually thinking of your welfare. Y ou've never had scarlet fever. If you accompanied me, you
could catch it."

"Oh," she said, feeling awkward all of a sudden. "I thought—"

"I know what you thought," he cut her off. He rubbed four fingers across his forehead, looking suddenly tired. "It
doesn't matter, so for once let's not quarrel,” he said, and let his hand fall to hisside. "I don't expect you to go."

Violacould not help feeling relieved, but she was still uneasy, knowing there was more to come. If his purpose had
been to tell her of his cousin's death, he could have dashed off a note to her before departing for Shropshire,
especialy since she hardly knew Percival Hammond. She studied her husband for a moment, waiting, but he
remained silent, staring past her into space.

"Is that the reason you came tonight?' she prompted. "To tell me this newsin person?’
He returned his gaze to hers. "His son is dead, too, Viola. This changes everything. Y ou must realize that."

Those words and their impact hit her with all the force of ablow. Her composure faltered and she stared at him,
feeling suddenly sick and unable to hide it. "Why should this change anything?' she asked, hearing a note of
shrillness enter her voice. "Y ou have another male cousin. Bertram is a Hammond, and he will be the one to inherit
the title and estates instead of Percy."

"Bertie? That useless twit can't even tie his own cravat," John said, making short shrift of her words, justifying the
apprehension that was turning her insides to knots. "Because of our estrangement, | was resigned to leaving my
estates in Percy's care, for | know he would have managed them as meticulously as | do, and his son would have
done the same. Bertie is a different matter altogether. He is a ne'er-do-well and a spendthrift, as worthless as my
own father was, and it will be acold day in hell before he ever gets his greedy hands on Hammond Park or
Enderby or any of my other estates."

"Can this discussion not wait until you return?' she asked, desperate to divert the conversation until she had time to
think. "Your cousin is dead. Can you not even grieve for him? Do we have to discuss legal matters of inheritance
right now?"'

His face was suddenly implacable, arare coun tenance for a man whose charming, devil-may-care demeanor was
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well known. It was alook she recognized, one she had seen several times during the first six months of their
marriage, one she had never been able to get around. "My first duty isto my estates,” he said, refusing to be
diverted. "Bertie would be their ruin, frittering away every sovereign in my coffers and undoing nine years of my
hard work. | will not let it happen, Viola."

Dread seeped into her bones like the chill of winter as she looked into her husband's brown eyes, watching them
take on the hardness of amber.

"When | return from Shropshire,” he went on, "the separation between us will end. Y ou will be my wife not only in
the legal sense of the word, but the literal and moral sense as well."

"Moral sense?' Fury and desperation choked her, and it took several seconds before she could speak again. "Y ou
telling me about moral sense. Is that supposed to be amusing?”

"I know wit is one of my talents," he drawled, "but | ssmply cannot manage it today. These circumstances warrant a
discussion of duty, and alas, that is never amusing.”

"What does your duty have to do with me?' she asked, but she knew. Oh, God, she knew.
"I am speaking of your duty as my wife and as my viscountess."
There was abuzzing in her brain, and she felt asif she might faint for the first timein her life.

"Yes," he said, seeming to read her mind as if she were an open book. "I realize how unpalatable my touch isto
you, but | need ason, Viola. And | intend to have one."

Chapter 2

Chapter Graphic

Previous||Top||Next

He meant it. Heaven help her, he meant it. Viola stared at her husband, appalled, his declaration pounding through
her mind like the beat of a drum. He wanted an heir. Now, after ail these years, he wanted an heir. After the pain
and humiliation she had endured, the social censure and blame heaped upon her for hislack of ason, after all the
women he had enjoyed, now he expected to come back into her life, into her bed?

"Not in athousand years," she said and turned to leave.

He put his hands on her shouldersto stop her. "An heir is crucial, Viola, and you know it. Without Percy, | need a
son of my own."
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"You aready have ason," she reminded him and wrenched free. "Lady Darwin's youngest boy is your son.
Everyone knows that."

"I know that isthe rumor, but in this particular instance, the rumor isfalse." When she made a sound of disbelief,
he went on, "And even if it were true, it would not signify. | need alegitimate heir."

"Why should | care what you need?"

"Likeit or not, you are my wife, | am your husband, and circumstances now force usto do what our positions
demand."

"Y our circumstance and your position force me to do nothing. I am not your brood mare. Our marriageis afarce
and always was. | see no reason to change that now."

"No reason? Y ou are a peeress, the sister of a duke and the wife of a viscount. Y ou know the rules that govern our
lives, Viola."

She met his gaze with a determination equal to his, and she could aimost hear the clash of their willslike the clang
of two sabers. "I may have to be your wife in name, but | do not have to be your wife in deed. Damn the peerage,
damn the rules, and damn you."

"Damn me all you like, but we are taking up residence together when | return from the North. Decide whether you
would rather stay at our villain Chiswick or move to my town house in Blooms-bury Square. If you choose the
town house, notify Pershing and have your things sent there while | am gone.”

"You and | under the same roof? Heaven forbid!"
"The same roof, Viola, the same dinner table." He paused and gave her a heated, knowing look. "The same bed."

"If you think... if youreally... if you believe... if—" She broke off, too angry to stop spluttering. The idea of him
making love to her after all the other women he had bedded was so galling, so intolerable, she could hardly speak.
Taking a deep breath, she fought for self-possession and tried again. "If you think | will ever let you touch me
again, you areinsane.”

"Likeit or not, lovemaking is how sons are made. There is nothing insane about it. Married couples do it every day,
and from now on so shall we. About damn time we did, if you ask me, since not making love created this whole
mess between us in the first place." With that, he bowed, turned away and strode toward the door.

She stared at his broad back as he walked away. "God, how | despise you."

"Thank you for informing me of that fact, darling,” he shot back. "I hadn't noticed.” He paused at the door with his
hand on the knob and turned dlightly toward her. His face was in profile, his head lowered, one lock of his brown
hair falling over hisforehead. After amoment, he looked at her, and to her surprise, no easy, careless smile came to
his lips. When he spoke, he made no flippant remark. "I never meant to hurt you, Viola. | wish you could believe
that."
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If he wasn't such a cad, she might have fancied a hint of regret in his expression and sincerity in hiswords. But he
was acad, hewas aliar, and he had never loved her. Any sign of regret was gone before she could be sure it had
ever even been there.

"Y ou cannot really mean to do this. You know how | hate you, yet you expect me to take you to my bed now?"

"A bed isthe most comfortable place,” he said, "but if you've another suggestion, | am willing enough. | know it
has been along time, but as | recall, adventurous lovemaking was one of our favorite pastimes.”

She made a sound of outrage, but before she could expressit in words, he was gone.

The arrogance of the man. Seething, she began to pace the library, her animosity toward him so powerful at this
moment that she could scarcely believe her feelings for him had once been quite the opposite.

When she had first set eyes on John Hammond nine years ago, it had been like something out of anovel. Acrossa
crowded ballroom, he had looked her way, he had smiled, and her entire life had changed.

Twenty-six, he'd been then, and the handsomest man she had ever seen, with eyes the color of brandy and the body
of aman skilled at sport. He had just come into his title the previous year, but had he been a tradesman instead of a
viscount, she would not have cared. That night on a ball-room floor, she had fallen helplessly in love with that
strong, handsome man, her seventeen-year-old heart captured by his devastating smile.

L oath as she was to admit it, he was even more physically attractive now than he had been then. Unlike most other
men in their middle thirties, he hadn't started getting stout or bald. Not John. He still had the body of a Corinthian,
and maturity had only made him stronger. Beneath the broadcloth of his evening suit, his chest and shoulders
looked wider than ever, hislong legs even more muscular. He still had that thick, unruly dark brown hair, the only
change ahint of gray at histemples. He still had eyes like cognac, but there were lines around them now. Laugh
lines other women had put there.

So many other women.

Violasank down in achair, swamped by a bitterness she hadn't felt for years. As baffling as it seemed now, she had
loved him, and with a power beyond all reason. She had married him because she thought the sun rose and set each
day just to shine on him. What afool she had been.

Hetold her he loved her, but that had been alie. He had married her not for love, but for her money. All her love
wasted on a man who did not love her in return, a man whose mind had decided he needed awife of means, but
whose heart had never belonged to her.

Violastood up. All of that was in the past. She had long ago accepted his perfidy and her own folly. While he had
provided himself with a string of mistresses over the years, she had spent her time building alife of her own. A
contented life. A life of charity work and good friends and serenity. A life that did not include him. She had no
intention of alowing that to change. Her marital duties and her husband could both go to the devil, where they
belonged.
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" 'Fear no more the heat o' the sun; nor the furious winter's rages; Thou thy worldly task hast done, home art gone,
and taen thy wages...™ John's voice suddenly failed him, and he paused for a moment, staring down at the open
volume of Shakespeare in his hands. He tried to continue, but couldn't seem to make his mouth form words.

He glanced away and stared at the crumbling gray ruins of Castle Neagh in the distance. He and Percy used to play
among those ruins in the summer holidays, acting out sieges and battles. John felt a queer, heavy tightness within
his chest, thinking of those days. Thinking of Harrow. And Cambridge. Rowing in the boat races every May Week.
And how Percy had always gone along with him, following him through every boyhood scrape and every youthful
adventure, every joy and every pain. Even falling for the same girl hadn't broken their friendship.

Your cousin is dead. Can you not even grieve for him ?

Violas words echoed through the silence al around him, penetrating his muddled senses. Grieve? So unfair of her
to ask that question. He ached with grief, but to spill it out al over the place in front of people was unthinkable. His
emotions were private, hidden by aveneer he had spent his entire life perfecting. Violawas so different; she
displayed what she thought and felt openly. He didn't understand that. He never had.

A dlight cough brought him back to the task at hand. John drew a deep breath and caught stern hold of himself.
Everyone was waiting. With al the discipline he possessed, he found his place in the words from Cymbeline and
continued, "'Golden lads and girls all must, as chimney sweepers, come to dust.™

Snapping the book closed with one hand, he bent and reached for a handful of dirt with the other. He held it over
the coffin in the grave, listening to the vicar recite from the Book of Common Prayer.

Ashes to ashes. Percy was dead. He held the dirt over the casket, but he could not drop it onto the polished surface.
His hand began to shake, and he tightened his fist around the damp soil in his grasp. He turned on his heel and
walked away from the silent mourners, breathing deeply of the cold spring air.

When he reached the ruins of Castle Neagh, he walked around to the other side of the tumbledown turret. Still
clenching the dirt in one fist, he tossed the book of Shakespeare aside. Memory guiding him, he placed hisfree
hand on one of the stones, aloose one. Curling his fingers around its crumbling edges, he pulled it out of the castle
wall.

Sure enough, it was still there, the niche he and Percy had made behind the stone. Their secret place, where they
used to hide things—snuff and pipe tobacco, naughty sketches, things like that. He'd hidden Constance's chemise
there once, he remembered, a pretty, lacy thing of delicate muslin with yellow daffodils embroidered on it. He'd
stolen the garment off the clothesline at her house one summer day when they were thirteen and hidden it in here.
To hisamazement, Percy had laid him out with a blow right across the jaw for that. Twelve years later, John had
danced at their wedding.

He put the lump of dirt in the niche, crumbling it into alittle pile. It seemed right, somehow, to put it there, not
drop it over the wooden shell that encased Percy's now lifeless body.

John stared at the niche and the small mound of dirt for along time, and the burning in his chest deepened, grew
thicker and heavier, until he couldn't stand it. He shoved the stone back into place, turned around and leaned
against the rough stone wall, sucking in deep breaths of air.
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He sank down to the ground and lowered his head into his hands, swamped by grief and a sudden, terrible
loneliness.

Percy had always been a brick—a sensible fellow with sound judgment. He would have been good to Hammond
Park, and Enderby, and the other estates of the viscountcy. He would have taken care of them, preserved them for
the next generation of Hammonds. He'd known Percy would always be there, at his back, ready to take on a
responsibility that because of his own disastrous marriage he had not fulfilled.

The security of that knowledge had given him the convenient luxury of avoiding what was truly his responsibility
and always had been— providing an heir. Given that he had not been able to stomach the idea of forcing hiswife to
an act that had become so repugnant to her, John had seen Percy and Percy's son as the only option for the
viscountcy. It had never occurred to him that his cousin, his best friend, one of the few people in the world he
trusted, would die, that his son would also die. That the next viscount would be Bertram, of al men.

Everything in John rebelled against that thought. He had to have a son of his own or see everything he had spent a
decade salvaging go to ruin once again. He and Viola had to find a way to come together and rediscover the spark
of desire that had been so explosive between them in the beginning. It didn't have to last long—if it did, they would
probably destroy each other—nbut it had to be long enough to have a son.

"Percy always did like Shakespeare. Thank you."

Constance's soft voice interrupted his thoughts, and John lifted his head an inch, staring at the black bombazine
skirt of Percy's widow, the braided trim of black silk at her hem. Mourning clothes. That hot tightnessin his chest
came rushing back, and he turned his face away, striving for composure.

"They used to call him Owl at school, | remember," he muttered. "He always had his head in a book and had to
wear spectaclesto read.”

"And the other boys teased him mercilessly about it. He told me the story of how three of them took his glasses
once and broke them. He said when you found out what they'd done, you went flying after them in afury. That was
the only time he ever saw you lose your temper.”

"Percy was right behind me, believe me, and did his fair share to square things up. We beat them to a pulp, and
almost got sent down because of it. Afterward, they still called him Owl, but they never broke his spectacles again.”

Constance sank down on the grass beside him. "What did they call you, John?"

He turned and looked at the woman he and Percy had both known since childhood, remembering the girl both of
them had fallen in love with that summer they were thirteen. Constance had been the first girl John had ever kissed.
About her, he had written some of the worst poetry ever conceived. About her, he'd had every erotic fantasy a boy
could invent. He had stepped aside when she married Percy that autumn nearly ten years ago, pretending for their
sakesthat it hadn't hurt. But it had taken alot of drink, alot of sleepless nights, and alot of pretty women to get
over Constance.

He looked into the gray eyes and tearstained face of his childhood love and saw his own grief mirrored back at
him. Y et he knew it was far worse for her, for she had lost both her husband and her son. He focused his mind on
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the trivial subject that might keep both of them from shattering. "My nickname was Milton."

"That'sright. | had forgotten.” She took out her hat pin and pushed back her black straw hat, letting it fall down her
back. The sun gleamed on her dark reddish-brown hair, making it look like satin-finished mahogany. "Why
Milton?" she asked. "It doesn't suit you at all."

He forced himself back once again to nicknames from Harrow. The mundane seemed comforting just now,
comforting and safe. "But it does suit me. Very well, in fact. Didn't Percy ever tell you how | acquired it?'

"Strangely enough, he didn't." She paused, then said, "It's odd, all the things about your spouse's life you don't
know. After ten years of marriage, | thought | knew everything there was to know about my husband, but | was
wrong. The past few days, so many people have been telling me stories about him. Some of them | knew, of
course, but some | had never heard before. So many stories—" Her voice broke and tears glistened on her dark
lashes, threatening to spill over.

"Connie, don't cry!" he ordered in aravaged whisper. "For God's sake, don't cry."

She turned her face away, composing herself for his sake, knowing how much he hated tears. After amoment she
turned back around, smiling awaobbly little smile. " So, are you going to tell me how you got your glorious
nickname?'

"On my first day at Harrow, | got into trouble— of course—and Master Johnson told meif | kept up that sort of
thing, 1'd never serve heaven well when | died. | answered that was all right, since | intended to rule in hell."

"Y ou would say something like that," she said, laughing even as she fought back tears. "Y ou've always gone your
own way."

The nine years of his marriage flitted across his mind in the space of afew heartbeats. He hadn't ruled his own hell
al that well. "I've gone my own way too much, perhaps," he admitted. " So sensible of you to pick Percy instead of
me."

"Nothing sensible about it. Y ou were a viscount's son, and would have been afar more sensible match for a girl
like me. | was the daughter of aman in trade, agirl who had plenty of money but no connections. No, no. | picked
Percy because he loved me so very desperately.” . "l loved you," he said with arueful smile. "It didn't help me.”

"Well, he's the one who proposed.” Constance smiled back at him right through her tears. "Besides, you never
loved me, John. Not really."

He sat back, staring at her, unable to believe what he had just heard. "What are you talking about? If you only knew
how it wrecked me to come home from Europe that autumn and find that Percy had stolen your heart away from
me. | wasin agony at your wedding."

She shook her head. "Nonsense. That was your pride. Y ou never loved me, not in away that makes for marriage.
Y ou aways flirted with me, and charmed me, and remembered my birthday. Y ou wrote me letters from school
every week, picked my favorite flowers, and gave me the right compliments. Y ou stole kisses from me behind the
hedgerows, and said the most torrid things to me, but you never did the one thing that a man does when he istruly
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inlove."
"What's that?"
"Y ou never made afool of yourself for me."

He blinked, trying to understand what she meant. "Well," he said after amoment, "I did write you some god-awful
poetry. Does that count?'

"You did?' she asked in astonishment. "When?"
"Cambridge days. | never showed it to you."

"Exactly my point. If you had read some of it to me, even just once, things might have turned out very differently,
for | was madly in love with you."

That startled him. "Y ou were?"

"I was. But | knew you didn't really love me, and when you went to the Continent for your Grand Tour, | got over
you."

"With Percy's help." He could say that lightly now, for he felt no bitterness. Many years had passed since then.
"He loved me, John."

"I know." John glanced over his shoulder, looking up at the stone where the niche was hidden, and he thought of
the look in Percy's face when he'd found that chemise. "He always loved you, Connie. As| said, you were very
sensible to choose him."

She began to laugh. "He blundered his way through the most incoherent marriage proposal you ever heard at the
May Day fete, in front of Lord and Lady Moncrieffe, the Miss Dansons, the vicar, and heaven knows how many
others. In front of all those people, right on the village green, he got down on his knees, confessed eternal lovein
the most passionate language you can imagine, and said that if | didn't marry him and end his misery, he would
shoot himself and end it for me.”

He eyed her with doubt. "Our Percy?"

"Yes, our sensible, straitlaced, calm, reasonable Percy. Given his nature, no woman could have resisted a proposal
like that. | couldn't.”

John tried to imagine Percy on his knees babbling declarations of love and desperate threats of suicide. He failed
utterly. He couldn't make his mind form that picture, not even to win a prize like Constance.

"He made me happy, John. So very happy."
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"I am glad of it, Connie," he said, and meant it. "The two of you are the only people in my life who ever gave a
damn about me."

"What about your wife?"

The question was soft and cut him like aknife. He did not want to talk about Viola, not with Connie, of all people.
Not today, of all days. He opened his mouth to make aflippant remark, but for the life of him, nothing came to
mind.

Constance studied him without speaking for what seemed an eternity. Then she laid a hand on hisarm. "If there
were only one thing | could wish for you, my dear, | would wish you happiness in your marriage. The women,
John. The gossip—"

"Isn't worth listening to," he cut her off. "I beg you, do not concern yourself with the wagging tongues of
scandalmongers. They talk all the time and say nothing. Amazing, but thereit is.”

"I am concerned about you."
"No need to be," he said at once. "l am content."

"Contentment is all very well." She let out her breath on a soft sigh. "But John, though marriage is very difficult, it
can give so much joy. Mine did." Her voice cracked on a sob. "Oh, God in heaven, what am | going to do without
Percy? And my son, my darling son—" She put her face in her hands.

This time he did not admonish her not to cry. He said nothing. There was nothing he could say, no amusing
anecdote to make her laugh, no antidote to the pain. For either of them. He closed his eyes, lifted his face to the sun
and leaned his weight back on his arms, bearing the sound of her sobs because he had to, feeling her tears flay him
with hisown grief asif each one were awhip. He envied her that—the ability to cry. He never could.

He was thirty-five years old, and the last time he had cried, he'd been seven. In the nursery at Hammond Park,
staring into a glass bowl of trifle that had been brought to him for dessert. He had listened to his nanny as she had
broken the news to him about his sister, Kate. He remembered how the tears had rolled down his face, and how the
colors of jam and cream and custard had al blurred and swirled together. He loathed trifle to this very day.

He listened to Conni€'s sobs, and he wanted to do that, too. Lie down, bury his face in the cool grass, and feel the
cathartic relief of bawling like ababy. But his eyes were dry, his stomach felt like lead, he wanted to cut his heart
out. He curled hisfingersinto the turf on either side of his hips, set hisjaw and did not move.

They sat there for along time before she finally lifted her head. "What will happen to Hammond Park now?' she
asked, wiping at her eyes with the back of her hand. "Bertram will inherit everything after you, won't he?"

"Not if | can help it." He pulled his handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her. "Besides, if Bertie ever
becomes the viscount after my death, he shall rue the day. For | vow to return as a ghost and haunt him."

She almost laughed even as she dabbed at the tears in her eyes. "Is there any possibility you and your wife could
reconcile?'
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"We aready have," helied. "Violaand | both know our duty. Pray do not burden yourself with concern for
Hammond Park. Everything will turn out well."

John spoke with far more assurance than he actually felt, for he knew that as far as Viola was concerned, duty
would never be more important than love. And love for him was something Viola hadn't felt for along, long time.

One month later, John discovered just how right he had been about Viola's notions of love and duty. By the time he
had finished helping Constance settle Percy's business affairs, the scarlet fever epi demic had subsided, the risk of
infection was gone, and he was able to return to London. But when he arrived there, he found that his wife had not
moved her things into histown house. Nor was she at Enderby, the villain Chiswick outside London where she
lived most of the year. The servants there did not know her destination, for she had taken only her maid and one
footman with her, but John had a pretty fair notion of where she had gone.

When he called at the Duke of Tremore's home in Grosvenor Square, his suspicion was confirmed. She had taken
refuge there. He could envision Violaon Tremore's doorstep, asking to be sheltered from her shameful excuse for a
husband.

Tremore was as haughty toward him as ever. He came into the drawing room bearing the ducal countenance he
reserved for recalcitrant servants, ill-mannered commoners, and John. What his brother-in-law still did not
understand about him was that he had never been intimidated by all that hauteur.

Thankfully, Tremore did not try to make polite conversation. He came straight to the point. "I assume you have
come to see my sister."

Not in amood to be clever just now, he met the other man's hard gaze with an equally hard one of his own. "No,"
he answered, "I have come to fetch my wife."

* * %

Violastared at her brother in dismay. "So Hammond can just drag me off and there is nothing you can do?*

Anthony looked back at her without replying. In his hazel eyes so like her own was alook she recognized, alook
of many emotions she had seen before. Rage at Hammond, compassion for her situation, regret that he had allowed
the marriage in the first place. But Viola aso saw something el se—inevitability.

"How can | go with him?" she cried, feeling the chains of her marriage vows tightening around her like a noose
around her neck. "After everything that has happened, how can | live with him as his wife again?"

"You are hiswife," her brother said, his voice strangled, as if the words choked him. He looked down at the glass
of brandy in his hand. "However much | might wish it were otherwise."

Violaturned to give the other woman in the library a pleading glance, a glance that impelled her sister-in-law to
speak. "Is there nothing you can do, Anthony?" Daphne asked her husband. "Y ou are a duke, after al, and have
enormous influence."
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"My influence is useless in this situation, my dear. Hammond has legal right on his side, and even | cannot protect
Violafrom that."

His glassin his hand, Anthony rose from his chair and crossed the room to sit beside his sister on the settee. "If |
were to gainsay Hammond and prevent him from taking you, he could bring action against me in the House and
force your return to him by legal decree. If you wish meto fight him, | will. But | will lose."

It was so tempting to beg him to try anyway, despite the certainty of the outcome. "It would be quite a scandal,
wouldn't it?"

"Y es, and you would be the one blamed, Viola, not he. What with his appearance at Kettering's ball the other night
and the news of his cousin's death, the gossip is all over London."

"What are people saying?'
Her brother did not answer, but he did not have to.

"No doubt, Hammond is being applauded for finally bringing his recalcitrant wife to heel," she said, fuming at the
unfairness of it all.

Anthony did not confirm nor deny her conclusion. Instead, he handed her his glass of brandy. "Here. Drink this.
You look asif you need it."

Viola stared down into the fiery liquid that was the exact color of her husband's eyes. After amoment, she set the
glass on the table beside her. "I don't need brandy. What | need is adivorce."

"Y ou know that isimpossible.”

"I know, | know." She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees and clasping her hands together. "What am
| going to do?" she whispered, feeling almost asif she were saying a prayer. "What am | going to do?'

Anthony muttered an oath and rose. "I'll go down to the drawing room and talk to him again,” he said. "God knows,
Hammond has taken my money in the past willingly enough. Perhaps | can bribe him to go away."

Her brother left the library, and his wife crossed the room to take his place on the settee.

"Oh, Daphne," Violamumbled against her clasped hands, "how | wish | could go back and undo the past. What a
stupid girl | was."

Daphne, always agood listener and loyal friend, said nothing. Instead, she put a comforting arm around her
shoulders. "Y ou have never been stupid.”

"Oh, but | was. Anthony tried to warn me al those years ago," she went on. "He told me Hammond was stone
broke. He said | was too young, and he wanted me to wait. He tried—in the most delicate terms, of course—to tell
me about Hammond's reputation with women. He was just like his father, Anthony said, a scoundrel and a rake.
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But | was so in love with Hammond, so determined to marry him, | could not see reason. | was relentless, and
Anthony gavein. Why did | not listen?"

Daphne's arm around her tightened. "Don't do this. Dearest Viola, do not berate yourself for the past, do not torture
yourself with what cannot be undone."

Violaturned and looked into Daphne's violet-blue eyes, the eyes that had so enslaved her brother's heart three years
before. In asmall way, she had helped to bring Daphne and Anthony together, and she had been delighted to see
them fal in love. Y et there were times when she could not help but envy her sister-in-law. To have the honest, true
love of one good man must be a wonderful thing indeed. She had always longed for it. She once thought she'd
gotten it. How wrong she had been.

She forced herself to smile. "Y ou'd best go down and make certain Anthony doesn't kill Hammond," she advised,
and stood up. "They are none too fond, you know."

Daphne hesitated as if unwilling to leave her aone, then nodded. "We will not let him take you against your will,"
she said and rose to her feet. "We will fight him any way we can if that is what you wish."

Her sister-in-law left the room, and Violawalked to the window. It was a brilliant April afternoon, warm and
sunny. Looking down over the square, she could see Hammond's carriage below, and she remembered another
spring nine years before. She remembered the countless times she had stood at this very window during that season
so long ago, staring down at Grosvenor Square, wait-ing for the sight of Hammond's carriage, eager and impatient,
scared and hopeful, and so, so in love.

God, it hurt to relive those days, to remember how her spirits would soar every time his carriage came into view,
how she could barely stand the wait until she heard his voice in the foyer below, how he could twist her heart with
sweet, painful pleasure just by looking at her.

Do you love me?
Of course | do. | adore you.

It hurt to remember the innocence with which she had believed him. It hurt to remember her own vulnerability and
the blind devotion with which she had entrusted him with her heart, her soul, and her future.

She pressed her forehead to the window glass, remembering the pain of heartbreak, of learning that his words and
acts of love had been false, that Anthony had been right all along, and it was her money John loved. It was other
women he wanted. She still remembered how he had turned his back on her without even trying to understand her
feelings about what he had done, how he had abandoned her and walked into the arms of another woman. Then
another. Then another. As she stared down at the carriage below, she felt her frustration settling into the deep rage
she thought she had overcome along time ago. The rage of betrayal.

Theliar.

Violaturned her back on that square below and those memories. She wasn't agirl anymore, she wasn't in love with
him anymore, and she most certainly wasn't afool anymore. There had to be away out of this mess, and she was
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going to find it.

Chapter 3

Chapter Graphic
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John had always been an amiable sort of person, even-tempered and slow to anger, but when his anger was
provoked, when he was pushed beyond his limits, the results could be catastrophic. Most of the time it was easy for
him to maintain his good humor, finding from long experience that a clever remark here and there could ease
tensions and keep things civil. There were rare occasions, however, when keeping things civil took some serious
effort, and those occasions usually involved someone in the Tremore family. "l am touched by your concern for my
finances, my dear duke," he said with deliberate joviality. "Y our offer of funds is much appreciated, but | am quite
flush nowadays."

He watched a muscle flick in Tremore's jaw, and since he had just been offered a bribe to go away, he could not
help taking a certain satisfaction in his brother-in-law's frustration.

"Your lack of interest in my purse astonishes me, Hammond. It fascinated you so much during the days preceding
your marriage to my sister."

"If | have been fascinated by your money, how could anyone blame me?' He gestured to the opulent drawing room
of turquoise, gold, and white. "Y ou are so superb at waving it about."

"Hammond." A serene voice broke in from the doorway, and both men turned to watch the duchess enter the room.
"Thank you for coming to call."

John was glad of her grace's arrival, but he noted that Violawas not with her. In everv crisis of her life, Viola
always ran to her brother for help, and her brother always gave it to her. John began to steel himself for the
inevitable battle that lay ahead. Tremore was a formidable opponent with far more money and power than he, and
this situation was bound to become a difficult, wrenching, emotional mess. Viola knew how he hated that sort of
thing, but if she thought that would make him abandon his intentions, she was mistaken.

"Duchess," he greeted, with abow and akiss on her hand. "What a pleasure to see you again. But then, seeing you
is always a pleasure for me."

"I was grieved to hear of your cousin's death. Please accept my condolences.”
He stiffened at her words, the wound still too fresh for him to react with conventional poise at areminder of it. He

swallowed hard, and it took him a moment to reply. "Thank you."
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He had only met the Duchess of Tremore afew times, but she had always seemed to him to be a sensitive,
perceptive woman, and she must have seen something of what he felt. At once, she turned the conversation to
trivial topics, and to John'srelief, her husband played aong.

They sat down in the gilded, petit-point chairs and discussed the weather, the events of the season, and their mutual
acquaintance, Dylan Moore—his marriage the previous autumn and the upcoming performance of his new
symphony at Covent Garden. But when half an hour went by and Viola still had not joined them, John's patience
began to wear thin.

At an opportune moment, he turned the conversation to his wife. "Forgive me," he said to the duchess, "but the
viscountess and | must be on our way shortly. | wonder if you might have a footman take her trunks downstairs?’

"I will seeif Viola has packed her trunks,” she said, and the difference between her words and John's request
confirmed his suspicion. He was in for afight.

The duchess stood up and both men did the same, bowing as she left them. In the wake of her departure, he and the
duke moved to opposite sides of the room as if by tacit agreement to keep as far away from each other as possible.
Neither sat down again and neither one of them spoke. The tension in the air was thick and heavy, like the hot
stillness of an August afternoon just before the storm breaks.

Nearly nine years since he had last been in this room. The windows were still topped with gold silk valances, just
as he remembered. The walls were still painted white, with the same gilded moldings and intricate plaster work.
Blue and green tapestries hung on the walls and the same blue, gold, and claret Axminster carpet covered the floor.
Tremore was atraditional man. He never changed anything. John felt the strange sensation that he had stepped
back in time.

He turned to the tall, narrow windows that looked out over Grosvenor Square. He stared through the glass, down to
the oval park below, watching the carriages roll along the street that curved around the soft grass and elm trees.
Opulent carriages of the ton's most prominent families, their occupants no doubt were on their way home from an
afternoon of making calls. He knew it must be nigh on six o'clock.

His own landau, open to the fine spring afternoon, stood directly below, a carriage as luxurious as any that passed
it. That had not always been the case. The last time he looked out of these windows, his carriage and his
circumstances had been vastly different.

Standing here now, so many years later, he could still remember the man he'd been then, a man who had inherited
not only hisfather'stitle and estates, but his father's enormous debts as well, a man showered with the duties of a
peer and no means with which to fulfill them.

Before his father's death, he had been like most young gentlemen of his acquai ntance—feckless, foolish, and so
bloody irresponsible. A man who spent every shilling of his allowance with no thought to where it came from, with
no ideathat the funds his father sent him were all on credit.

He rested his forehead on the window glass. That London season nine years ago, he'd still been reeling from the
shock of discovering that being a peer had responsibilities, ones his parent had so shamelessly ignored. Creditors
that needed to be reimbursed. Drains that needed repair to alleviate the typhoid outbreak among his tenants.
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Animals that had to be fed, crops that had to be planted, and servants who needed to be paid the months of back
wages owed them. Looking at his tenants and his servants then, he had known they were taking his measure with
cynical eyes, regarding him as not much of an improvement over the previous lord.

He would never forget the desperation in his guts, the desperation that came of having so many people looking at
him, being so dependent upon him, when he could see no way to provide for them.

No way but one.

The sound of footsteps approaching caused him to turn away from the window, and he watched as Viola paused in
the doorway of the drawing room. The sunlight from the windows shimmered across her upswept hair and her face,
crystallizing in his mind more memories of that spring so long ago.

Nine years, yet it might have been yesterday when he had last come calling here. The queer feeling of having
stepped back in time grew stronger, for Violalooked as golden and lovely standing in that doorway now as she had
then. No wonder she'd had suitors lined up outside her door that season. Time had |eft only one perceivable
difference in her countenance. The face of the girl in the doorway had aways lit up like a candle at the sight of
him. The face of the woman never did. His fault and hers, he thought.

She entered the room and turned to her brother. " Anthony, | would like to speak with Hammond aloneif | may."

"Certainly." Without a glance at John, the duke strode out of the drawing room, and Viola closed the doors behind
him.

She did not waste time on preliminaries or polite conversation. "'l am not going with you."

Thefight, it seemed, was on. "Good thing for me | outweigh you by at |east seven stone, then," he answered
pleasantly.

"Isit your intent to carry me out of here?' Scorn came into her face, not surprising since scorn and contempt were
the only things she felt about him these days. "Would you really do something so barbaric?'

"In aheartbeat."

"How like a man to use brute force when all other methods fail."
"It does come in handy from time to time," he agreed.

"Anthony would never let you take me against my will."

"Possibly, but if he opposes me, | will petition the House of Lords for your return to my household, and Tremore
will have no choice but to hand you over to me. No doubt he has already told you this."

She did not confirm or deny his conclusion. "1 could petition the House myself. For adivorce."
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"Y ou have no grounds, and after a horrible scandal that would forever ruin you in society, and cast shame on your
brother's family as well, you would lose. The only grounds for divorce awoman has are consanguinity and
impotence, neither of which are relevant here. We are not related in any way, and as for the other, no one would
believeit."

"Not given your reputation!" She made a sound of disgust. "How unfair that if | had lovers, you could claim
adultery to divorce me, yet your adultery is well-known and | can use no such grounds.”

"Y ou know aswell as| the reason why that is so. A man hasto know his heir is his own. WWomen do not have that
particular uncertainty."

"Then perhaps | should be like you and have affairs." She lifted her chin, her pose coldly defiant, the queen being
led to the Tower. "Would you divorce meif | took alover?!

That, he could not even pretend to find amusing. His eyes narrowed and he moved toward her. "Don't try it, Viola
One elegant eyebrow lifted. "Worried, Hammond?"

"The censure heaped on you for taking alover without having first produced an heir would be unbearable for you."
"I am already criticized for not producing an heir. | might find it worthwhile to endure a bit more of it."

" 'Hell hath no fury,"" he shot back, stung. "Isthat it?"

"'Like awoman scorned,™ she finished the quote. "At least you admit that much culpability." She stepped around
him and walked away asif she could no longer bear having him so close to her.

"And a man scorned?' He turned. "What of that, Viola?"

She stopped halfway across the drawing room, and he watched her square her shoulders. She turned her head, and
in her profile was all the con-siderable feminine pride she possessed. He could seeit in thetilt of her chin and the
determined set of her jaw. He knew there was no way she would ever admit that it was she who had turned away
first, she who had given up first, she who had said the first bitter words leading them down this road.

Even as those thoughts ran through his mind, even as he felt a sense of righteous anger surging within him, he
knew none of that mattered now. He didn't need to be right, he just needed a truce, one long enough to have a son.

He moved to stand behind her, and he put his hands on her arms. She jumped at the contact, but he tightened his
grip to keep her from moving away from him again. Through the moss green silk of her dress, she felt like stone
under hisfingers. "Divorceis not an option, Viola," he said as gently as he could, "so it serves no purpose to wish
for it. Besides, | would not dream of putting us through that. I know you would not, either."

"Y ou seem very certain of what | would and would not do."

"Inthis case, | am certain. Y our love for your brother is stronger than your acrimony toward me. Y ou would never
bring that sort of shame down upon him or hiswife and son."
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"I could still petition for legal separation. After all, we have already been separated for years. It would be nothing
more than aformality."

She was running out of ideas. He could hear desperation creeping into her voice. "I will never consent to such a
separation, and without my consent, there it not a chance of it happening. Nearly every peer in the House of Lords
isamarried man who has no intention of giving his own wife alegal precedent on which to do the same to him."

"Men!" She jerked free and turned to face him. "Y ou have complete control over our lives because of laws you
make, including the law that says only men can make the laws! How convenient lifeisfor your sex."

"Well, yes," he agreed. "We men do like things our way."
"Anthony isin the House, and heis very powerful. He would fight for me."

"Even the Duke of Tremoreis not powerful enough to change marital law. No doubt he would go through hell and
back if you asked him to do so, but in the end he would still be forced to turn you over to me. Y ou are my wife."

She took several steps back. "I could run away. Go to the Continent."

"Hide?" That surprised him. It also concerned him. It was a possibility that had a remote chance of working.
Tremore could keep her in funds wherever she decided to go, and he would have to run al over the world chasing
her down. If she could succeed at that tactic long enough, she could put herself past the ability to have children,
and he would never have alegitimate heir to supplant Bertram.

He knew he could not afford to give her an inkling of hisworry at this moment. Asimpulsive and strong-minded as
hiswife could be, if he showed any sign of concern over her threat, she'd be off to France within an hour. "I would
awaysfind you," he said with far more assurance than he felt, "and if | may say so, hiding is a course of action
very unlike you. | never thought you could be a coward, Viola."

That hit anerve, and she scowled at him. "Having the English Channel between usisanotion | find quite
appealing.”

"It would be alonely life for you. To evade me, you would have to conceal yourself in some remote place, change
your name, hide your identity. Y ou would have no company. Knowing your love of society, it would kill you by
inches to be so isolated, to be without your friends. And never to see Anthony and Daphne again? Y ou could not
bear it."

Her shoulders slumped a bit at his words, and when she spoke again, he knew she would not be running off to
Europe. "I am surrounded by impossibilities," she whispered, and al of a sudden, she looked so forlorn and lost
that if he had not been unjustly judged as a brute and a cad and the entire reason for her present state of misery, he
might have felt sorry for her.

"Y ou are making this situation far more difficult that it needsto be," he said.

"Really?" she countered, anger flaring again.
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"S0 you expect meto make it easy? | should just lie back passively and do my duty by my lord and master as other
wives do?'

He gave a shout of laughter. "You? | might just as well wish for lightning to strike me dead. The odds are better."
He could tell from her outraged expression that she did not share his amusement about that, and he stifled it. "First,
since you were never passive when making love, | can't imagine why you would start now. Second, | would like to
think you would not only appreciate the necessity of creating an heir, but aso remember the pleasure of it."

His words made her blush. Eight years had not destroyed all her memories of their marriage bed, it seemed. John
chose to see that as a good sign. "This situation will be as easy or as difficult for you as you choose to make it."

"And if | choose to make it difficult?' she countered. She stiffened and looked at him. Behind the soft, mossy,
green-brown of her eyes, he saw something else, the unmistakable glint of Tremore steel. It was alook he knew
well. "If | refuse to do my wifely duty? What are you going to do, Hammond? Drag me to bed? Throw me down
and force me?"

Of al the women in the world, he had married the most stubborn one of al. "I have never forced awoman in my
life," he answered, "and you should know that better than anyone. Many atime, |

could have beaten down the door you locked between us.”

"Why didn't you?"

"Damned if | know. Perhapsit was that habit you got into of bursting into tears when | touched you."
"Finding out my husband lied to me and deceived me was a good enough reason to weep, | think!"

"Or," hewent on asif she had not spoken, "perhaps it was because you started throwing accusations in my face
when | tried to kiss you. Or because your fists started hammering me when | tried to take you in my arms. Forgive
me, but being made to feel like a cur for touching my own wife took all the pleasure out of it for me."

"You never loved me. How do you think it made me feel when | found that out?’

Christ, have mercy. Were they going to talk about feelings again? He'd lose that battle for certain. He aways did.
He folded his arms and said nothing.

"How do you think | felt when | learned you'd been keeping a mistress before our marriage? The whole time you
were courting me, whenever you kissed me or touched me or told me you loved me..." Her voicetrailed off,
choked by her rage. Her hands balled into fists. "Right up until our wedding day, you were bedding Elsie Gallant.
Even after we were married you—"

"Not after we were married, Viola. Not after!”

He'd already explained that whole mess about the necklace and paying off Elsie's contract. More than once. He
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wasn't going to do it again. He gritted his teeth.
"Five mistresses since then, Hammond, and God knows how many other women that | know nothing about."

He would not justify his affairs after being turned out of her bed. A man never had to justify something like that.
"Been paying attention, have you?'

"It is hard not to do so when the society papers and the gossipmongerstell me all about them in lurid detail. | had to
sit across from Lady Darwin and take tea and pretend to be polite, knowing all the while you were between her
sheets. When Lady Pomeroy was your lover, | had to endure her smirking smiles of triumph and her veiled
innuendoes of your lovemaking prowess at card parties.”

"Viola—"

"I had to listen to people at the theater rave about what alovely creature Jane Morrow was," she interrupted, her
voice cold, her hands balling into fists at her sides, "and how her lack of acting talent didn't matter because she was
such a stunning beauty and charming hostess. | heard the compliments at musical recitals about what a lovely
singer Maria Allenis, and the bawdy asides of how prettily she sang in your bed until her husband shot you for it!
Good for him, | say! And Emma Rawlinsis the woman of this season, the one whose beauty and talents and
lovemaking prowess | have had to hear about.”

"I am not with Emma Rawlins, and have not been with her for three months. Y our recount of the gossip is a bit
behind the times."

"You care nothing for the humiliation | have endured at your hands."

"I took my pleasure where | could find it after you turned me away," he shot back, hating the way she made him
into avillain for fulfilling masculine needs that were natural and just when she had been unwilling to do so. "For
God's sake, I'm aman, Violal What did you expect me to do? Come to your bedside and beg? Become a monk for
eight years? Wear a hair shirt and flog myself daily because | did what | had to do?"

"What you had to do?" she repeated with disdain. "Marry me for my money, you mean."

"Yes!" he shouted, pushed beyond endurance. "Y es, | married a woman with a dowry and income to save my
estates from ruin. | made what | thought was a sensible marriage to agirl | both liked and desired. When that girl
turned me out of her bed, trying to manipulate me with tears and guilt, | went elsewhere. In my position, any other
man would have done the same."

"Foolish of me, but | once thought you were better than any other man.”

"I know you did." He looked at the woman whose face was filled with loathing, and the lovely, vulnerable girl in
the doorway flashed through his mind again, a girl with all the lights of the sun in her hair and all the adoration in
theworld in her eyes. All for him and the pedestal she had put him on. Hating him now because he had fallen off,
because he had stopped being a hero and had become a flawed and ordinary man. His flash of anger dissipated as
quickly asit had come. "What do you want me to say, Viola?'
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"I don't want you to say anything. | just want you to go away. Bertram has two sons. Let him inherit after you."
"I cannot. | will not."
"Then we are back where we started.”

Y es, they were, and he wasttired of it—tired of the round and round discussions and tit-for-tat accusations, stony
silences and separate beds that kept bringing them back to the same problem. No more.

He hardened hisresolve. "We started our life together nine years ago, and circumstances now force us to resume
that life. The only point open for discussion is which house we shall do it in. Enderby is six miles out of London,
which isless convenient, but my house in town is equipped asif for a bachelor and is therefore somewhat spartan,
Sc n

"I don't even know you anymore." She shook her head, staring at him in horror. "In fact, | never really knew you at
all. 1 cannot live with you as your wife again after all that has happened between us.”

"Nothing has been happening between us. | believe that is the material point."
"And you expect me to go along with this?"'

He met her appalled and angry gaze. "I do not just expect it, Viola. | demand it. Tomorrow is Sunday, so have your
trunks packed and ready on Monday. | will be here to fetch you at two o'clock."”

He turned and walked toward the door. He wasn't halfway across the room before she spoke. ‘Don't you see that
thiswill never work?' she called after him, bringing him to a halt. "Don't you remember what it was like? Living as
husband and wife was hell for both of us."

"Was it?" John turned to look at her, his mind calling forth recollections of the times over the years when they had
lived together. But it was not the later years, when they spent afew months together during the season for the sake
of appearances that he remembered, for during those times, they had never spoken and almost never saw each other.

No, what came to his mind now when he looked at his wife were the early days. Back then they had scrapped and
fought, like any newly wedded pair, probably more than most, in fact, for they both had strong wills and strong
opinions. But he didn't remember their life becoming hellish until she turned him out of bed. He dlid his gaze down
the length of hiswife's figure, and for the life of him, the only memories he could bring to mind right now were the
early ones. The sweet ones.

Her body, so much smaller than his, was still exquisitely shaped, a figure of delicate bones and soft, full curves.
That body might be hidden beneath layers of muslin and silk at this moment, but he still remembered what she
looked like without all those clothes. It might have been over eight years since he had seen her nude, but there were
some things a man just did not forget.

He remembered the perfect shape of her breasts and the flare of her hips. The deep indent of her navel and the dual
dints at the base of her spine. The sound of her laughter, the sight of her smile, the cries of her pleasure. He
remembered the places he used to kiss that made her melt like butter—her neck, the backs of her knees, the fiddle-
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shaped birthmark at the top of her thigh. With those memories, he felt his body begin to burn.
"It wasn't hell al thetime," he murmured. "As| recall, there were some heavenly moments here and there.”

Before she could say aword of reply, he came to his senses and spoke again. "Monday, Viola. Two o'clock. Y ou
have that long to make up your mind about where we're going to live for the remainder of the season." He opened
the drawing room door. "Enderby or Bloomsbury Square."

"Neither," she managed to shout just before he stepped through the door and closed it behind him.

Chapter 4

Chapter Graphic

Previous||Top||Next

He was delusional. Furious, Viola stared at the closed door, unable to believe what she had just heard. Heavenly
moments? After the affairs he'd had, after the hurt she had endured, only John could say something like that, with
that knowing look in his eye and that hint of a smile on hisface.

Heavenly moments, indeed. She thought of his mistresses and slammed her fist into the palm of her other hand,
grinding her teeth with outrage. Heavenly for him, maybe. He had been the one having all the fun.

Even during their courtship, he'd been enjoying himself elsewhere. While she had been savoring their moments
together at aball or party and happily contemplating how wonderful and exciting it was to be in love, he'd been
amusing himself with Elsie.

Oh, how it had hurt to find out about that woman. Viola stared at the white panels of the door her husband had just
closed, but in her mind she was seeing the pale blue walls of Lady Chetney's withdrawing room in
Northumberland. She was again smelling the sweet fragrance of wassail that had permeated the Chetney's country
house that Christmas. A waltz had been playing in Chetney's ballroom, she remembered, but it hadn't been enough
to drown out the chattering voices of Lady Chetney's daughters and their friends.

"... pity Hammond's in London. We lack for partners tonight and he dances so divinely."

"Yes, indeed. Waltzing his way across Elsie Gallant's bed at this very moment, |I've no doubt. She is a dancer, after
al.”

"No, no, he gave up the Gallant woman when he married Lady Viola."

"Not a bit of it. He still sees her when he goes to London. Gave her a sapphire necklace when he was in town a few
months ago, | heard."
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"Paid for the jewels with his wife's income from her brother, no doubt. After all, Hammond has no money of his
own..."

She had not believed them, of course, and tried to dismiss their words as malicious gossip, but the seed of doubt
had been planted. Perhaps if she had not gone searching through the steward's expenditure books, she might never
have found the recorded entry for a sapphire and diamond necklace, but she had found it. To this day she could still
see the steward's cramped handwriting in the ledger and feel the shattering of her stupid, trusting heart. That was
the day the naive, adoring girl grew up and understood just how duplicitous a man could be.

Do you love me?
Of course | do. | adore you.

Upon his return, John had tried to explain it all away. Y es, Elsie had been his mistress, but he had ended their
liaison before the wedding. Y es, he'd given Elsie a necklace in September, but only to pay her off and buy out her
contract with him, a contract he vowed he'd entered into before he had ever met her. He had flatly denied sleeping
with Elsie after marriage, swearing he had been afaithful husband ever since their wedding day. Even if that had
been true, it wasn't enough, for he had not denied that he'd been with Elsie right up until the day the marriage vows
were spoken.

Galling, even now, to think of his duplicity during their courtship, of how he'd told her again and again how he
loved her and adored her and wanted her, yet all the while he'd been keeping that other woman. Broke as was, he
had somehow managed to pay for Elsie. Men had their priorities, didn't they?

Her tears and hurt had been met with no understanding, only his biting, sarcastic wit. Her closed bedroom door had
not made him realize the error of hisways. There had been no admission of guilt, no words of love, and no
apologies. Instead, he waited a month for her to relent, and when she hadn't, he walked out on her without a second
thought.

Violas hands curled into fists at her sides. She'd known most men had mistresses, of course, but until Elsie Gallant,
she had never understood that a man could court one woman and sleep with another at the same time. She had
never known that mistresses had contracts, and that owing money to a mistress was a debt, like any other debt, and
had to be paid, even if a man broke the contract when he got married. Until Elsie, she had never known the sick
sense of jealousy or the wrenching pain of heartbreak.

Thanks to John, she knew all about those things now. Thanks to herself, she no longer felt the pain. It had taken a
long time to get her imagination to stop forming pictures of him touching Elsie Gallant, only to find that image
replaced by each woman who came after Elsie. It had taken years of layering sheets of ice and pride over her heart
with each successive mistress he got, until she finally reached the point where she no longer cared what he did or
with whom.

Now he wanted to come back. Any why? Not for her, that was certain. No, he wanted to reconcile because he
needed something only she could give him. He needed a legitimate son and heir, and she was expected to just
forgive and forget.
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Her nails were digging into her palms so deeply it began to hurt, and Violaforced herself to unclench her fists. She
sat down on the settee and with deliberate, focused effort, worked to rid herself of the hot, smothering outrage that
was threatening to destroy the delicate state of contentment it had taken her so long to find. She sat there for along
time, taking deep, steady breaths, until the coal, icy pride that had protected her for so long was once again in
place. John could bed any woman he wanted, but that woman would never be her. Never again.

On Monday, John arrived back at Grosvenor Square at precisely two o'clock. By then Viola's rage was gone and
her heart safely back inside her protective block of ice.

She was in the drawing room, seated at Daphne's writing desk, going over the plans for the annual Fancy Dress
charity ball for London hospitals. It was one of the many charities she sponsored, and one of her favorites. She was
with her secretary, Miss Tate, going over the menu for the supper that would come after the dancing, when
Quimby, Anthony's butler, announced John's arrival.

"Lord Hammond, my lady."

Violalooked up as John entered the drawing room, and a memory sprang to mind of that same sight all those years
ago, of John, so dashing and handsome as he would enter Anthony's drawing room, and how that sight used to
make her feel so deliriously happy. Looking at him now, she knew he was more dashing, more handsome than
ever. But this time around she felt nothing. Numbness was a wonderful thing.

She stood up, giving a perfunctory curtsy to his bow, then sat back down and returned her attention to Miss Tate,
who stood beside her chair. It was rude not to give him her attention, but she did not care. She focused on the
menu. "These are the courses the duke's chef has suggested?

"Yes, my lady."

Violatapped her quill against the rosewood desk with deliberate thoughtfulness, taking a great deal of time to
consider the list of dishes before she spoke. "I confess, | am uncertain about the serving of eels, Tate. Lady
Snowden is one of our most generous contributors, and she ssimply cannot abide eels.”

"No surprise there," John murmured, and sat down in anearby chair. "Snails suit that lady so much better."

Beside her, Tate made a choked sound, smothering it when she glanced at Viola. Lady Snowden walked and talked
and moved so slowly it was enough to drive one mad, but that was no reason for Tate to reward John by laughing.
Violano longer found her husband's wit amusing, and she did not expect her servantsto find it so, either. She
maintained a dignified, disinterested air, deciding it was best to pretend he was not even in the room.

"Hmm, | think we shall take eels off the menu and replace them with—"

"Escargot?"' he suggested.

She looked up at Tate. "L obster tornadoes,” she said, handed over the menu, and turned her attention to their next
item of business.
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"Now, asto the guest lists, Tate, | am going to send you to present mine to Lady Deane for her inspection.”

"Viola, how cruel you are!" John pronounced. "To send poor Tate to face down that odious Lady Deane on her
own?"

She gave him acold stare. "Is this any concern of yours?'
"Yes. | must object to such cruelty to the servants. And to do it on your behalf. Appalling of you, | say."

"Well, it is not out of cowardice, if that iswhat you imply," Viola answered even as she reminded herself that she
did not have to explain her actions to him. Thiswas none of his affair. "I will not give her the satisfaction she
would gain if | called upon her in person. Sheis a baron's wife, well below mein rank, and | will not give her the
socia coup of my personal attention. Especially since | cannot stand the woman."

"She'll do something spiteful to you in return. She'slike that."

Violaignored him and returned her attention to her secretary. "Now, Tate, when you present the list, Lady Deane
will surely make afuss about inviting Sir Edward and Lady Fitzhugh. When she does, you must mention as
tactfully and apologetically as possible that the Duke and Duchess of Tremore insisted the Fitzhughs be included.
That ought to cease any silly squabbles over Sir Edward's rank and low connections and who should be invited to

one of these things and who should not. It's a charity ball, in heaven's name. Besides, the Fitzhugh daughters are
delightful. Take the very same approach if she objects to inviting the Lawrence girls."

"Yes, my lady,” Tate said with asigh. She was clearly not looking forward to being sent forth with the task of
presenting Viola's guest list to the formidable, spiteful Lady Deane.

"Never fear, Tate," John said, and Violalooked up just in time to see him wink at her secretary. The flirt. "Just
keep in mind that Lady Deane wears wool underwear and you'll do fine. That's why she's always so out of sorts,
you know. Itchy drawers."

Tate began to laugh, but to her credit, she smothered it at once, putting her free hand over her mouth.

Viola gave John afrown of reproof, then began to scan her list one last time. "Lord and Lady Kettering, of course.
They aways contribute a handy sum to the hospitals. The Countess of Rathmore isfine, too. Hmm... Sir George
Plowright. That's al right, | suppose—"

"What!"
She glanced up to see John straighten in his chair with an abrupt move.
"You're not really inviting that pompous ass, are you?' he asked, staring at her in dismay.

He did not like it, and that fact was enough to make her want to keep the other man on the list. "Why should | not?
He is awealthy man, and he could make a most generous contribution to the hospitals."”

John made a sound of contempt through his teeth and stood up. "I doubt it. He's as cheeseparing as he is arrogant.
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Except about his clothes, which show all the money in the world cannot make up for horrid taste." He cameto
stand in front of her desk and went on, "I saw him at Brooks'slast night. Mustard yellow trousers and alurid green
waistcoat. Made him look as if he'd had bad fish for dinner."

She would not be diverted to a discussion of Sir George's famously hideous wardrobe. She looked up at her
husband and set her jaw. "l fail to see how the guest list for my charity ball is any of your affair.”

"Because you are my wife, and since we are reconciling, | am making it my affair."
"We are not reconciling!"

"To invite Sir George is asking for trouble,” he said with a breezy, infuriating disregard for her words. "Y ou
remember that business last year when he and Dylan got into afistfight. It could happen again. Or it could be me
who goes a few rounds with him this time. That would be worse for you, Viola. | know how it would devastate you
if Sir George beat me up."

She smiled. "No fear of that," she said with sickening sweetness. "Y ou are not on the guest list."
"Yes, | am. Add my name, Tate, and take Plowright's name off."

"I am not inviting you! And whether or not | invite Sir George is not your concern. | chose to include him because
he is arich man and the fourth son of a marquess, and hospitals need funds."

"None of that makes him any less of an ass, Viola."

She lifted her hands in a gesture of exasperation and began to grind her teeth. Did the man live to make her crazy?
"If ordering me about and interfering in my affairsis how you are going to reconcile with me, it is not working."

Heignored that. "Dylan and | have written a new limerick about Sir George," he said, leaning down to rest his
forearms on her desk. "Y ou used to love my limericks. Would you like to hear it?"

"No."

He ignored that, too, of course. "There was a knight from the Isle of Rum, who's always been too quick with his
gun. The demireps say hisaim's not astray, he just fires too soon for their fun.”

She would not laugh. Tate's smothered giggles were making it nearly impossible for her not to, and she pressed her
lips tight together. She had to look away from his teasing eyes for amoment before she could get hold of herself.
Then she gave him the haughtiest look she could manage. " Stop it, Hammond," she ordered.

Schoolboy innocence was his response, brown eyes widening as he looked at her, hisface so close to her own.
"Stop what?"

"Making fun. I am working." She shook a handful of papers virtuously and returned her attention to her guest list.
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"Deucetakeit, Viola. Lifeis supposed to be fun." He straightened away from her desk and began to laugh. "What
isthat deliciously wicked line from Jane Austen's novel ? Y ou love Austen—you must remember it. Something
about how we live for the joy of making sport for our neighbors, and then laughing at them in our turn.”

Damn the man. Damn him for remembering how much she liked Austen. Damn his smile and his wit and the ease
with which he could find the fun in anything. That had always been one of her greatest weaknesses where he was
concerned. How he used to be able to make her laugh at snobbish countesses like Lady Deane and pompous asses
like Plowright, how he had made her happy in aworld filled with malicious gossip and restrictive rules and closed
minds. In the smothering atmosphere of staid drawing rooms and rigid manners, he had been a breath of fresh air to
her. He made her feel vibrantly alive.

Only someone who could make her feel like that could have hurt her so much. Never again. Still, he did have a
point about Sir George. She looked up at her secretary. "Remove Sir George's name from the list, Tate." She
glanced at John, saw his smile. "For Dylan's sake," she added. "I would hate to have fisticuffs break out at a ball
and have Dylan get hurt. Y ou may go."

"Yes, my lady." Tate took the sheet of names from Viola's outstretched hand and, being awoman of common
sense, she did not ask if she was to add Lord Hammond to the guest list. She dropped a curtsy to her and one to
Hammond, then departed, closing the door behind her.

John spoke before she did. "Are your trunks packed? | have a cart here to take them. We can ride in my carriage.
Which residence did you choose?"

She sighed. They were going to have another fight, and she did not want it. "Hammond, my trunks are not packed.
Before you say aword, let me say afew."

She stood up, facing him across the desk. "We both know that if you wished, you could drag me off. We both know
that if | wished, | could run to the Continent or America and you might never find me. Both those options are
undesirable. Divorceis not possible.”

"You and | in agreement? Things are looking up already."

His voice was still careless and light, but she heard the determination behind it. She used the only recourse she had
left. "Before | agree to return to your household, | would like some time to become accustomed to the idea,” she
said with dignity.

"Accustomed to what idea? Making love with me again?'

No careless lightness in his voice now. He sounded more than just determined. He sounded angry. What did he
have to be angry about, in heaven's name? She was the wronged party here. "The situation of living together."

"Stalling, Viola? Hoping if you can stall long enough, | will just walk away?"'
Yes, damn you. She looked at him, cool, detached, striving to feel nothing at all. "Y ou always have before," she

answered with a shrug.
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He sucked in his breath, and she knew her shot had gone home, but she took no satisfaction in that. She just wanted
him to leave. Leave and never come back.

"Theresheis," he said, amost asif to himself as he stared back at her. "The disdainful, unforgiving goddess who
looks down at the sorry, flawed mortals bel ow."

Though it was exactly what she wanted to be when it came to him, his description still stung. Viola's hand
tightened around her quill. "And before me is the master of the cutting remark," she answered.

"Forgive meif your contempt from on high always brings out the worst in me."
"Oh, yes, | had forgotten that the sorry state of our marriageis al my fault.”

"No, itisnot al your fault. Nor isit all mine." He was serious now, and earnest, no sarcastic edge to his voice, no
razor-sharp wit attached. He actually sounded sincere, the cad. "l wish you could see that. | have."

"Have you, indeed?"
"Y%_"

She watched him lean closer to her, resting his hands on the polished rosewood top of her desk. She looked down
at her husband's long, strong fingers and wide palms. She remembered how it felt when those hands had caressed
her. She also knew how it felt when she imagined his hands on some other woman's body. Even now, after all he
had done, it still hurt to think of it, and that was why she hated him. By all rightsit should not hurt anymore. Her
icy shell began to crack.

"I am not the one who was unfaithful," she choked. "I am not the one who lied. But | am the one who has spent
eight long years alone."

"Just because a man has a mistress, it doesn't mean heisn't alone, Viola."
Was that supposed to make her feel some sort of empathy for him? She stared at his hands, and pride came to her

rescue, as it so often had before. She sat down and returned her attention to the papers spread out before her. "Then
go find yourself a new mistress. I'll wait to read about how alone you are with her in the society papers.”

"Here we go again," he muttered with a sigh. He moved around her desk to stand just behind her chair. "Thisis
what always happens when you and | are in the same room for more than ten minutes," he said. "We start finding
fault, placing blame, bringing out the worst in each other. Five minutes ago | amost made you laugh, and now
we're at each other's throats. How do we manage to do that?"

She bit her lip.

He moved closer. His hip brushed her shoulder. "I do not want us to spend our lives finding endless ways to tear
each other apart. It takes too much out of me."

"I do not want that, either," she said quietly. "But nor do | want to live with you again."
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"Y ou have made that quite clear over the years, believe me. Saying it yet again is not necessary."

Whatever she said was the wrong thing, it seemed. "Do you intend to honor my request or not?' she asked asif it
were a matter of supreme indifference to her either way.

"Y ou are only postponing the inevitable."
"Perhaps." She turned her head and looked up at him. "Perhaps not."
"I am not going to walk away, Viola. Not thistime."

Of course he would walk away. He always did. It was just a matter of time before he left her. Then the pretty face
or shapely figure of some woman would draw his attention, catch his desire, and she would have to sit across from
that woman at some party. Again.

He saw her thoughts in her countenance. He raked a hand through his hair. "How much time are you asking for?"

Therest of our lives. She thought about how long it would take him to give up and walk away and leave her in
peace. "Three months."

"Not aprayer." He walked back around her desk and faced her. "l shall give you three weeks."

"You are not serious.”

"Three weeks, Viola. And during those three weeks, we are going to be spending a great deal of time together."
Shefelt asinking feeling in her stomach. "That is not possible. We both have commitments, engagements—"
"We shall be forced to rearrange some of them.

We are going to spend time with each other."

Panic swamped her. "Time to do what? We have no mutual friends. Except for Dylan and Grace, of course, and
only because they refuse to take sides. We have no shared interests, nothing to talk about, nothing in common.”

"We used to find plenty of thingsto talk about. And plenty of thingsto do. Remember?"

There was something almost tender in that last word. She ignored it. "We do not even go to the same parties. We
move in utterly different circles."

"That is going to change. It won't be long before Lord and Lady Hammond begin receiving the same invitations
about town. | shall seetoit.”

"Oh, heavens," she said, appalled. "I wasright. You do liveto torture me."
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"If there is ever going to be atruce between us, it starts with being together, whether we are living in the same
house or not."

"I don't want atruce. | don't want to be together."
"But you do want time," he pointed out. "Y ou want those three weeks, you agree to the terms. Otherwise, | will
petition the House of Lords right now and you and | will be sharing the same house and the same bed in about two

days."

He meant it. When John got that amber-hard look in his eyes, there was no moving him. She had learned that from
bitter experience. "Very well," she said, capitulating even as resentment filled her that she had no choice but to do
SO.

"Three weeksit is. But | warn you, Hammond, | am going to do everything | can to make you see this attempt at
reconciliation is futile and that it would be better to abandon it altogether."

"I am warned, then. Be ready Wednesday at two o'clock.”
"Where are we going?"'

"I'm taking you to my house in Bloomsbury Square."

She eyed him with suspicion and a hint of alarm. "Whatever for?'

"No need to look so distressed, Viola. I'm not kidnapping you. | ssmply want you to see the place. If you choose
that as our London residence when the three weeks are up, you might wish to make some changesto it beforehand.”

"I doubt it."
"Y ou may spend whatever you like."
"Thank you so much for your generosity, Hammond, in putting my income from Anthony at my disposal, but—"

"And my income aswell," he interrupted. "The estates and investments of the viscountcy are highly profitable, and
that is thanksto both of us."

She hated it when he was reasonable. That made her feel some stupid sense of obligation that she had to be the
same, and she did not want to be reasonable where he was concerned. "I appreciate your offer to allow meto
redecorate your house." she said with complete insincerity, "but to my mind, it isan exercise in futility."

"Y our unwillingness to take on this project baffles me," he said. "I fail to understand why you are not overjoyed at
the prospect.”

"Overjoyed?' She looked up at him, saw ateasing gleam come into his eyes.
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"Yes," he answered. "Y ou love to redecorate. Y ou aways have. And this provides you with the perfect excuse to
go shopping at my expense. Given such an offer, any other man's wife would be jumping up to shower him with
grateful Kisses."

"You only wish."

"Indeed | do. | live for the day. Of course, when that day arrives, | shall probably be overcome by the shock and
expire on the spot. And then you'll be sorry you didn't shower me with kisses long ago."

Don't tease me. Don't. Just go away. She drew in her breath and let it out Slowly. "I can never make up my mind
which side of your wit | dislike more," she said. "The razor-sharp kind that can cut others to pieces, or the clever,
amiable kind that others find so charming."

"There was atime when you loved them both. The irony isthat neither of them have ever expressed my deeper
nature." With that enigmatic comment, he bowed and walked away.

"I mean it, Hammond," she called after him. "We are not reconciling!"

"The odds of it do look slim," he agreed. "l must place a bet for my side at Brooks's. | shall rake in a substantial
sum when | win."

Shefelt a pang of dismay. "They are betting on our reconciliation at Brooks's?"

He stopped and looked at her with surprise at the question. "Of course. And White's. And Boodles, too, |
understand. Will Lady Hammond return to the marriage bed before the season is over? And what will Hammond
doif she doesn't?"

She gave amoan of mortification. "God save us poor women from gentlemen and their clubs."

"Buck up, Viola," he advised, grinning. "It is quite a compliment to your stubbornness and strength of will that the
odds are currently favoring you by a substantial margin.”

"Only because all the men think | am such a shrew you won't be able to stick it," she said dryly.

He laughed, the wretch. Leaning one shoulder on the doorjamb, he folded hisarms. "I will not discuss what is said
in the clubs. No woman should ever know what men talk about among themselves. Y our sex would be so appalled
that we should never enjoy the pleasures of your company again."

"A great loss to women everywhere."

"It would be a great loss, for the human race would die out." He turned and disappeared through the doorway, but
his voice echoed back to her as he walked down the corridor toward the stairs. "Wednesday, Viola. Two o'clock.”

He always managed to have the last word. Hateful man. Spending time with him was the last thing she wanted to
do. Still, it was better than living with him, and she did gain a three-week reprieve today. She just hoped waiting
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him out was a strategy that would work, for she had no other options.

Chapter 5

Chapter Graphic

Previous || Top ||Next

Two days later John had cause to wonder if hisideato show Viola histown house might have been unwise.

He had begun leasing the London residence for the season two years earlier, when he and Viola stopped pretending
for society that they had any kind of a marriage. He was the one to take that final step away, deciding there was no
point in keeping up a conventional appearance during the season when everyone in the ton knew they lived
separate lives the rest of the year. More than that, he had been unabl e to tolerate one more tortuous spring of
separate bedrooms. It hurt too much, knowing the door to hers was never open for him. Now, as his carriage took
them toward his house, the only sound was the light spring rain that danced on the leather roof. Viola maintained
the distant, untouchable demeanor that had become so characteristic of her over the years, the cold goddess he
despised. It always flicked him on the raw and brought out the most sarcastic side of his nature, because that
demeanor was so uncharacteristic of the laughing, passionate girl he had married. That girl had given him some of
the most enjoyable pleasures of hislife, but she was little more than a hazy memory to him now. He hated the
judgmental creature who had taken her place, especially because he knew he was partly to blame for the
transformation.

He studied his wife as the carriage made the slow crawl up New Oxford Street. She was staring out the window,
refusing to even look at him, and as he thought about the change in her that time had wrought, he felt no anger this
time, just an odd emptiness. He had lost something valuable when that girl vanished eight years ago. Something
beautiful and fragile. Something he could never get back.

Her unwillingness to see his side of what had gone wrong was something he did not know if he could ever break
down. Charm and wit had worked to win her so long ago, but things were different now, so much damage had been
done by both of them, and he did not know if he could ever charm her enough or be witty enough to coax her back.

He knew he had put on a good show the other day, but the blithe confidence he displayed to her was pretense. He
wondered as he looked at her smooth, expressionless profile if he could ever make her want him as she once had.
Two days ago he'd almost made her laugh. There might have been atiny hint there of the girl he had married so
long ago, but today that hint was gone. She had kept him waiting in Tremore's drawing room for half an hour
before coming down, and had not spoken aword to him since then. A truce, a passionate wife, and a son all seemed
along way off.

The carriage pulled into Bloomsbury Square and came to a stop before his door. The footman opened the door and
unfolded the steps. John exited first and held out his hand to Viola. She hesitated, looking not at him but at his
gloved hand. After a moment, she placed her own hand over it, allowed him to help her down, and they went inside.
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Compared to Enderby, their villain Chiswick, this house was plain. He had only afew servants, for he never
entertained here. It had some furnishings, afew carpets and paintings, and plenty of books, but little el se.

As he watched her take in her surroundings, he felt compelled to speak. "You see? It is quite sparse. That iswhy |
thought you might wish to purchase some things for it."

She did not reply. She pulled out her hat pin, took off her hat, shook it to release the droplets of rain that clung to
the straw, then wove the pin through one side of the crown.

She had aways hated wearing hats, he remembered, watching her. That was something he'd always liked about her.
When awoman had hair like sunlight, hiding it under a bonnet was a tragedy.

She studied the limestone floor of the foyer, the polished walnut staircase, and the butter-colored walls, then
without aword, she started toward the back of the house, carrying her hat in one hand.

He gave her atour of the rooms on the ground floor, then took her through the kitchens and the servants' quarters.
The entire time, she said nothing.

"We could find a bigger town house next season,” he told her as he led her to the drawing room. "Thisone is a bit
small for entertaining.”

She did not even bother to nod, and his pessimistic thoughts during the carriage ride began to deepen into
downright gloom. His reference to next season got no rise out of her, and it ought to have. When he could spark her
feisty side, when she was quarreling with him, he knew what he was dealing with, knew she felt something. This
cold silence was what he loathed, and though he wanted to break it, he did not know how.

"The drawing room is here," he told her as he gestured to a set of open doors on the first floor.

She started into the room, then stopped so abruptly he aimost ran into her from behind. "Heavens above, | don't
believeit," she mur mured, the first words she had spoken in the hour and a half they had been together. She took
severa stepsinto the room and made a slow turn, staring about her in compl ete surprise.

John watched her, tense, wondering if she would notice the first thing that had struck him about this room.

"Pink wallpaper,” she murmured, confirming that she had, indeed, noticed. She looked at him in disbelief. "You
leased a house with pink wallpaper."

"Itiscrimson, Viola," he said, contradicting her, "not pink."

"Crimson?"' she cried, shaking her head. "Oh, no, no, Hammond, that won't do. It is pink. Rose-pink." To his utter
astonishment, she smiled. It was like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. Even more astonishing, she began to
laugh, alow chuckle deep in her throat. "John Hammond, of all men, with a pink drawing room. Who would have
thought it?"

He stared at her, feeling rooted to the floor as he listened to her laughter. 1t was something he had not heard in
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years, yet it was so familiar. No woman laughed like Viola, low and throaty like that. So wicked, and so erotic, and
from awoman who looked like an angel, that laugh had always been able to arouse him in the space of a heartbeat.
It still did. He felt desire flaring up inside him with sudden, unexpected force.

"Hammond, whatever is the matter?' she asked as he continued to stare at her while arousal coursed through his
body, thick and and warm.

"I remember that sound,” he murmured. "I always loved the way you laugh."

Her laughter stopped. Her smile faded. The grandfather clock began to chime, and she looked away. "Four o'clock
aready?' she said, and started toward the door. "Y ou had best show me the rest quickly. Lady Fitzhugh's dinner
party begins at eight, and | must return to Grosvenor Square and change.”

He forced down the lust that had flared up so suddenly, but could not stop hearing that low, throaty chuckle in his
mind as they started up to the second floor. Violas erotic laugh. How could he ever have forgotten the sound of it
and what it did to him?

At the second floor, he turned left and led her down a short corridor. "Our suite of roomsis here," he said, opening
adoor about halfway down the corridor. "This one will be yours. Mine adjoinsit."

Viola hesitated a moment, then stepped into the bedchamber. She glanced around at the grayish-blue walls, darker
blue draperies and walnut furnishings, but expressed no opinion of the room.

"Repaint if you like," he said, following her through the doorway and moving to stand beside her. "I know you do
not care for blue walls,” he went on, glancing at her as he spoke, "so—"

He broke off, watching her as she stared straight ahead, saw the sudden hardness in her face and the way her brows
drew together. He heard the rustle of straw and looked down to see that she was clenching the brim of her hat so
tightly the straw was crumpling in her gloved hand.

Following her gaze across the room, he realized she was looking through the doorway into his bedchamber. He
returned his attention to her as she stared at the bed itself, a wide comfortable affair with thick feather mattresses,
fat down pillows, and maroon velvet coverlet. There was no mistaking the pain in her face.

Hefelt impelled to speak. "Since | have lived here, no woman has slept in these rooms, Viola."

She turned away without replying and walked to the walnut armoire. Her back to him, she opened it and began to
examine the empty interior asif it were amatter of vast importance.

He wished he could think of something to say that would make her laugh again. He wished she would say
something—talk about the furnishings, mention she liked the Gainsborough on the wall, say that yes, she would
repaint this room— anything. When she did speak, her question caught him completely off guard.

"What is your intention, Hammond?" she asked without turning around. When the three weeks are over, and if | do
not fight you in the House, and if we resume alife together, are you going to begin imposing your husbandly rights
immediately?"
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He blinked. "What?'

"It'sa straightforward question.” She faced him, but lowered her chin at once. She stared at the carpet beneath her
feet, tapping the hat in her hand against her thigh. When he did not reply, she looked at him. "Are you?'

Christ. John let out his breath in aslow sigh. The brutal truth that had kept them apart—that making love with him
would be as distasteful to her now as it had been throughout most of their marriage—was one he kept shoving out
of his mind. Even the other day, when she'd asked for time to get used to the idea of living with him again, he
hadn't wanted to think about that. But now, standing in the bedchamber that would be hers, faced with a question
like that, asked like that, it was something he could no longer shove aside to think about later.

He'd known resuming alife together was going to be awkward and difficult, but to have her looking at him asif she
were actually afraid, and asking when he intended to start imposing his husbandly rights... how the hell was any
man supposed to answer a question like that?

John rubbed a hand over hisface, utterly at aloss. Viola, timid about making love? He couldn't believeit.

He thought again of the early days of their marriage, and though it had been along time, the uninhibited way Viola
had once made love with him was something he had never forgotten, something that made her contempt for him so
much harder to bear. Looking at her now, he felt dismay hit him like akick in the stomach. What if he could never
make her feel that way again? What sort of life would they have?

"God, Viola," he said, forcing the words out past the sudden sick fear that clenched his guts, "isit all gone? All of
it?"

She frowned in perplexity at the question. "What do you mean?"

"There was atimewhen al AT had to do was look at you, or you would look at me, and we were racing for the
nearest bed."

She winced and glanced away. "Don't."

"There used to be sparks between us," he went on. "And fire. | remember how you used to love it when | touched
you. God knows, | loved it when you touched me." As he spoke, he could feel desire rising up again, the desire that
had been burning deep within him like banked coals when he'd heard her laugh again. "1t was good with us once.
Remember?"

Her face suffused with color, her chin quivered. She did not look at him.

He pushed, knowing he had to make her remember what it had been like back then. "Hot and wild and good. | can't
believe you've forgotten how it felt when we made love. The ache, the burn, the bliss—"

"Stop it!" she cried, and threw her hat at him.
The bonnet swirled into his chest, bounced off, and fell to the floor in aflutter of straw, silk, and feathers. He
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stepped over it, his thoughts, words, and memories setting his body on fire. "Are we now reduced to talking about
the way we make love as something | will impose on you? |s there none of that magic left between us? Do not tell
me we destroyed it al."

"I didn't destroy anything!" she burst out. "Y ou did."

John didn't give a damn right now who was to blame or for what. She could still arouse him as quick as lighting a
match, and he had to find out if he could still do the same to her. If he couldn't, there was no hope. As he took
another step closer, she took one back, hitting the open armoire behind her.

"Y ou said the other day that our life together was hell," he went on, pulling up long-buried memories as he spoke.
"But when | look back, | don't think of it that way. | remember how much fun it was. | remember you aways liked
making love in the mornings best, and how we used to eat breakfast in bed. Blackberry jam was always your
favorite."

Sheturned asiif to flee, but he was in front of her before she could. Enough running away for both of them. He
brought his arms up on either side of hers, trapping her, gripping the shelf of the armoire behind her. He leaned
down closer to her, inhaling a soft, delicate fragrance he needed no time to recognize. Violets. She still smelled like
violets.

He thought of the mornings so long ago when he'd wakened to that scent and her warmth filling his senses. He
closed his eyes, breathing in, images of the past flashing through his mind—their wedding journey into Scotland
and three months at a secluded cottage there, making love and more love, with her tawny hair falling across his
face like golden sunlight. Autumn in Northumberland and the massive mahogany bed at Hammond Park, snowy
muslin sheets, the scent of violets and Viola all around him. Lust coursed through his body as he thought of all
those mornings when he'd kissed blackberry jam off her lips for breakfast. Perhaps she was right about their life
together being hell, because right now his body was getting hotter than hellfire. But it was alovely way to burn.

"I remember how bad you are at chess," he went on, his eyes closed, saying anything he could think of about those
early days. "l remember racing horses on the downs with you, and how you'd tear off your hat and tossit up in the
air, laughing.

And how much | always liked the way you laugh. He opened his eyes and looked at her. "Even though you look
like an angel, you've got alaugh lustier than any courtesan could ever have."

"Y ou should know."

Heignored that. "I remember cat and dog fights and making up afterward.” He fixed his gaze on her pretty pink
mouth with its full lower lip and that tiny mole at the corner. "Making up was the best part.”

Her remembrances of their early married life did not seem as delicious as his, for her mouth thinned to atight line.
She folded her arms and her eyes narrowed. She was giving him that |ook—the withering glare of the disdainful
goddess about to strike him dead with alightning bolt. "Y our memory is flawed, Hammond."

"1 don't think so0." He bent closer to her and tilted his head to the side. "Come on, Viola," he murmured and pressed
hislipsto her neck. "Let's make up."
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He felt her shiver, and he smiled against her skin, arush of relief surging through him. "You still like it when | do
that, don't you?"'

"No, | don't," she snapped. "I don't like anything about you. Not anymore.” She unfolded her arms, flattened her
palms against his chest and pushed at him.

He pulled back and looked into her face. The goddess was nowhere to be seen, and in her place, by God, was a
woman. True, she was awoman whose face was filled with outrage, hurt, confusion, desperate panic, even hate.
But John also saw something el se there, something he had not seen for eight long, cold years. A hint of desire.

"Haven't we been at war long enough?' he murmured, bringing his mouth closer to hers. "Can we not call atruce?'
Her palm came up under his chin, pushing his face away. "l want your word, Hammond."

"My word?" he asked against her gloved fingers. He lowered his chin to kiss her palm, and she jerked her hand
away.

"Before | even consider living with you again, | want your word of honor as a gentleman that you will never
impose your husbandly rights on me by force."

John froze, those words stopping him more effectively than anything el se she could have said or done. He
straightened and tilted his head back, expelling his breath in a sigh as he looked at the ceiling. Life would be so
much simpler, he thought wryly, if God had blessed him with a compliant wife. A biddable wife. A wife who
would just do what she was told and like it. But he didn't have that kind of wife. Instead, he had Viola—who was
beautiful, spoiled, and imperious. Viola, who still hated him after eight years, but could still make him rock-hard
with one tiny laugh. With a supreme effort, he banked the fires inside himself once again and returned his gaze to
hers. "Y ou long ago branded me aliar and a faithless husband and a cad. Why is my word worth anything to you
now?"

"It'sthe only card | have to play. And..." She paused to take a deep breath, staring into his ruffled shirtfront. "I am
hoping that your word of honor as a gentleman actually means something to you."

"And so you can fling my promise and my honor in my face at moments like this."

She did not affirm or deny it, but that did not matter. He would never use force with her, and she knew it damn
well. She was afraid, but not of him. She was afraid of herself. Now he understood that timidity she'd displayed
earlier. Both of them were aware of that fine line where a man and a woman could stop lovemaking or they could
complete the act, and she was afraid she would soften, afraid that with time, she would let him take her to that fine
line, maybe even over its edge. She wanted away out, away to still resent him and make him the villain at any
point she liked, even the morning after. She was afraid there might be a morning after. He grinned.

"Why are you smiling?”’

He wiped the grin off hisface. "I will not force you, Viola. | never have, and | never will. Since you seem to need
my word of honor as a gentleman, you haveit."
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He saw aflash of satisfaction in those big, expressive hazel eyes.
"Think you've won avictory, do you?' he asked lightly.
"Yes"
"Think my promise gives you al the control, do you?'
Her jaw set. "Yes."

"You'reright. It does. And | don't mind in the least. | always enjoyed letting you be on top." He ducked his head,
kissed the side of her neck once more, and stepped back.

"I had best return you to Grosvenor Square or we shall both be late for our engagements.” He turned away, leaving
her spluttering. "Well, come on, Viola," he urged over his shoulder. "You did say Lady Fitzhugh's dinner party was
at eight. And you know it always takes you hours to get ready for a party.”

"Where are you going tonight?* she demanded, following him out of the room. "Temple Bar?"

John paused and looked at her. He grinned again. "Do you have a better suggestion of how | should spend my
evening?"'

She halted beside him and lifted her chin anotch, every inch the duke's sister. "Go to all the brothels you please,”
she said, looking at him with haughty dignity. "It doesn't interest me in the least where you go or what you do or
what woman you do it with."

"That relieves my mind," he said, and started down the stairs. "I should hate for you to ruin your evening fuming
and fretting about it."

Right behind him, she fired back, "Don't worry, | won't!"

During the ride back, she did not say aword, but now John didn't mind her silence. He said little himself, too
astonished by what had just happened to come up with conversation.

He was jubilant and pleased and completely stunned. All the coldness with which she had kept him at bay for so
long was a sham. Deep down, underneath her hurting heart and wounded pride, she still felt desire for him. She
might still hate him, she might still want to slap his face or tell him to go to the devil, but something had changed
between them today. She had softened. Just alittle, only for amoment, but she had softened.

It was amazing. He and Viola had been combustible as flint and powder during their courtship and those early
months of marriage, loving and fighting with equal abandon. But after everything had fallen apart, they had never
been together, except afew short weeks at the height of the season.

Even when forced to be under the same roof, they had seldom seen one another, nodding politely as they passed
each other in the corridors like shipsin the night. She had shown him in every possible way she couldn't bear even
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the sight of him, and he had believed it.

They had become strangers. He even reached the point where it no longer bothered him to know how the girl who
once adored him had become the woman who despised him. He'd been sure nothing but a miracle could bring back
the fire they'd had.

But today, in asingle instant, everything had changed. Some of the old, scorching desire had returned, and there
was no going back.

Violaknew it, too. Knew he was as determined to have his way as she was to have hers, knew that she had only
two weapons with which to fight him—nhis promise and her pride.

Formidable weapons, both of them, but they were not going to win her the war. He intended to have a son, and that
meant regaining the willing, passionate wife he'd had in the beginning. Passion was something Viola still possessed

in abundance. Willingness was another story. To succeed in this, he had to keep fanning the spark of desire that he
now knew was still inside of her, fanning it until it was burning out of control.

It would not be easy. Violawas just as passionate in her rage as she was in her desire, just as stubborn in hate as
she had been in love. Seducing her would require al the ingenuity he possessed.

He had to make it fun. That was what they'd had once and lost—the fun. The laughter and de sire and the sheer
pleasure of the other's company. He had to find away to bring al of that back.

When they reached Tremore House, he walked with her into the foyer, where they paused just inside the door and a
maid took Violas damp pelisse and bonnet. "Good day, Hammond," she said, and started to turn away.

"Viola?' When she stopped and looked at him, he added, "1 will see you again on Friday. We are going on an
outing."

"An outing? Where?"'
He smiled. "You'll see. Beready at two o'clock.”

Being Viola, she could not just go along without some sort of objection. "Why do you get to choose where we go
on these outings?’

"Because | am the husband and you vowed to obey me?' When she did not |ook suitably im pressed by that, he
added, "Because | have a particular plan in mind."

"I was afraid of that."
"We're going on apicnic.”

"A picnic?' Shelooked at him asif he'd gone mad.
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"Y ou always loved picnics. It used to be one of our favorite things. And two o'clock is the perfect timeto go. You
always get hungry around three."

"Do | not have any say in this?'

"No, but you can choose where we go next time. And yes, there is going to be a next time. And another next time,
and—"

"Oh, very well," she said crossly. "When you get something in your head, thereis just no reasoning with you."
"And you said we have nothing in common anymore."

She turned away with a sound of exasperation and started up the elegant, wrought-iron staircase. He watched her
go, and when he saw her touch her fingers to the side of her neck, he wanted to laugh with exultation. Viola still
got al shivery when he kissed her neck. Damned if that wasn't some kind of miracle.

Chapter 6

Chapter Graphic

Previous||Top||Next

On Friday, Viola prayed for rain. Since John had said they would go on a picnic, she hoped for inclement weather.
God, however, seemed as indifferent to her wishes as her husband had been. Unlike the day they'd goneto his
house in Bloomsbury Square, this particular day was bright and beautiful, the April afternoon warm and pleasant. It
was the perfect day for apicnic.

Going on such an outing with him filled her with dismay. Picnics had been one of their favorite activities years
ago, and there were too many memories associated with them, memories of when their life together had been good.
She never went on picnics anymore. And when he told her where he planned for them to have this picnic, her
reluctance to go multiplied tenfold.

She froze, hand poised to take her gloves from the maid who stood beside her in the foyer, and she stared at her
husband, horrified. "Where?"

He gave a shout of laughter, his amusement inexplicable to her under the circumstances. There was nothing
amusing about this as far as she was concerned.

"Y ou needn't look asif I've asked you to run naked along the Mall," he said.

"Hammond, really!" she admonished him, and shot a pointed, sideways glance toward the maid and footmen who
stood by the front door.
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"We are only going to Hyde Park," he said, still laughing.
"That means a carriage ride on the Row." She was appalled, and showed it. " Together."
"| fail to see what you find so distressing.”

"You and | out riding together in an open landau?' She began to feel sick. "On aday such as this, half the ton will
be there," she pointed out. "Everyone will see ustogether."

"We are married, Viola. It isn't asif we need a chaperone."

Unimpressed, she glared at him as she took her gloves from the maid and yanked them on. "Y ou are the reason
chaperones were invented. Y ou always were."

He grinned at that, looking so pleased by her words that she wanted to take them back at once. "'l did think of all
sorts of ingenious ways to get you out from under your brother's eye, didn't 1?"

"I do not want to go out on the Row with you."
"Why not? Afraid people will see me kissing your neck?

That was exactly what she was afraid of. Violafelt her neck begin to tingle. "Hammond, stop saying things like
that," she ordered with another, even more pointed glance at the servants nearby. "It is not decorous. Besides, that
doesn't concern me in the slightest.”

"No?'

"No. Because I'm not going."

"What's wrong, Viola? You don't want to show all our acquaintances we have reconciled?’

"We have not reconciled! And | am not going to go gallivanting around Hyde Park with you, giving people the
impression that we have."

"Since we are not living together yet, that is hardly a concern.”

"If you meant what you said about making certain we receive the same invitations, the gossip will spread fast
enough, | daresay. | have no desire to fuel it in thismanner. | am not going.”

"If you do not come with me..." He paused and glanced at the servants, then leaned close to her ear and murmured
in avoice too low for anyone but her to hear, "If you do not come with me, | will drag you out and put you in the
carriage myself. Any of the duke's neighbors walking in the square will see me do so, and since | can only assume
you will fight me every step of the way, they will know our reconciliation is not going well. Does that suit you
better?"
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"Y ou gave me your word you would not use force," she reminded him in afierce whisper.

"No, | gave my word | will not use force to get you into bed,” he murmured in reply. "To my mind, anywhere else
isfar game."

"1 am now able to add brute to my list of descriptions for you."
"Yes, well, as | told you before, brute strength does come in handy from time to time."

Viola had no doubt he would follow through on his threat, and she reminded herself that waiting him out was her
strategy. After awhile he would tire of this game and go away.

"Let's be on our way, then," she said, and turned to the door. When a footman opened it, she stepped outside,
adding, "The sooner we go, the sooner it will be over."

"There'sthe Violal remember," he said, following her out the front door. " Spirited, adventurous, ready to try
anything."

Hislandau was standing at the curb. He assisted her into the open carriage, then followed her, settling himself
beside her on the seat of roll and tuck red leather. On the floor at their feet were a picnic basket and a leather sack.

They used to picnic al the timein their courting days. Chaperones present, of course, but as he had reminded her
earlier, he had always managed to steal her away for a quick, passionate kiss or two, fueling her awakening desire
for him with those precious, stolen moments. It had worked like a charm, and he thought it would work again.

He was attempting to bring back their courting days, hoping it would renew her affections for him, but with the
added luxury of being able to touch her and kiss her without having to spirit her away from watching eyes. They
were married. He could be as bold as he liked, and he knew it.

Just as she had predicted, Hyde Park was crowded. Carriages and people on horseback crowded Rotten Row, and
the slow traffic made their journey into the park seem excruciatingly slow to Viola. She could see people leaning
closer together, whispering, no doubt speculating about the sight of Lord and Lady Hammond out together side by
side.

She hated being the subject of talk, and she had endured more than her share of stares, whispers, and rumors over
the years. There was some scrutiny that came with being the sister of a duke, but it was Hammond's mistresses and
exploits that had made her one of society's favorite targets. She knew there were many who viewed her as
responsible for hislack of an heir. Through years of quiet, restrained living and impeccable, decorous behavior in
response to the gossip, she had finally succeeded in becoming such a dull topic to society that they had ceased to
discuss her, much to her relief. Now, thanks to John's absurd desire to reconcile, her name was once again being
spread all over the scandal sheets.

Both of them nodded greetings to their acquaintances as they passed them, for politeness demanded that sort of
acknowledgment, but John did not stop the carriage at any point, much to her relief. It was not until they reached a
less crowded part of the park that he had his driver pull the carriage over and come to a stop.
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The pair of footmen who had accompanied them carried the picnic items and followed behind as John led her to a
grassy, shaded spot beside a small pond. "Will thisdo?"' he asked her.

They did not have any real privacy, for there were still many people strolling by, and any who knew them would
stare and whisper, but it was as quiet as any spot in the park was likely to be on aday like this. It would do well
enough.

When she nodded, the pair of footmen laid out the blanket for them. She sat down, her ivory-white silk skirt
billowing out around her. She tucked it in abit to make room for John, and he sat down on the blanket opposite her
asthe servantslaid out plates, silver, and linen.

Viola stared down at her hands and took a great deal of time pulling off her gloves as these picnic preparations
were made.

"Viola?'

She forced her gaze up. "Hmm?"

"It doesn't matter what people think."
"It does matter."

"Well, it doesn't do to show it."

She took another ook around. "By tomorrow, the odds at the clubs will no doubt be in your favor. And everyone
will applaud you," she added, galled by the notion, "for finally making your shrewish, disobedient wife do her
duty."

"If that's what they'll be saying, then they don't know you very well, do they?"
"Because I'm going to win our little war?"
"No. Because you're not a shrew." He began to laugh. "Disobedient is awhole other story."

Damn him and his self-deprecating charm. He could say anything, do anything, and yet there were times when he
could make her want to smile. She looked away and did not reply.

After the footmen had placed the picnic basket and the leather sack beside John, he waved them away, and they
stepped back a respectful distance, far enough to be out of earshot but still close enough to respond promptly
should they be needed for anything.

John untied the drawstrings on the leather pouch and pulled out a bottle of wine, a bottle dripping with water from
the melting ice in which it had been packed.

"Champagne?' She raised an eyebrow. "Laying it on abit thick for me, aren't you, Hammond?"
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"Very," he agreed as he pulled a champagne glass from the basket. He popped the cork on the bottle and poured
some of the sparkling liquid into the tall crystal flute.

"What else did you bring?" she asked as he handed the glass to her, too curious about the contents of the basket to
pretend she wasn't. "Oysters, perhaps?' she guessed. "Or, since we have champagne, did you bring chocol ate-
dipped strawberries?"

He shook his head and set the champagne aside. "No, no, something much better, something you love more than
either of those. Scones." He reached into the basket and pulled out a bow! of the round, golden brown pastries and
set them on the blanket. He then brought out a small pot of jam.

She adored scones and jam. Another of her favorite things. John seemed to remember so much about her, and she
realized that was his biggest advantage. There were too many things about her he knew—how hungry she always
got at thistime of day, what foods she loved, how delightful it used to be when he kissed her neck.

"I have no doubt," she murmured with a sigh, "that the jam you brought is blackberry?"

He opened the tiny pot, peered inside with athoughtful glance, then looked back at her, a smile curving one corner
of hismouth. "You know, | believeit is blackberry," he said, trying to act surprised by the discovery. "Y our
favorite kind. What a coincidence.”

"Thisisablatant ploy to soften me," she accused. "To make me like you again.”

To make me fall in love with you again.

"True," he agreed lightly as he set aside the jam and poured champagne for himself. He leaned back opposite her,
his weight resting on one arm, hislegs stretched out beside her own, his pose one of complete indifference to the
fact that she found him utterly transparent. "Isit working yet?"'

"Yet?' Shefrowned at him and took a sip of champagne. "Y ou are assuming that your victory isonly a matter of
time? Awfully cocky of you to think | can be won over with such ease, especially when you employ such shallow
tactics as picnics and champagne.”

He paused, giving her alook of pretended bewilderment. "Does that mean you don't want any scones?"

She pressed her lips together, head tilted to one side, pride wavering as she glanced at the pastries in the basket.
"Did you bring the cream?"

"Of course." He set aside his glass and produced another jar.
She capitulated. "Pass me a scone,” she said, and set her glass of champagne on one of the plates beside her lap.

He dliced the round pastry lengthwise for her and handed her both halves along with a spoon. "1 knew bribery
would win out."
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"On the contrary," she said as she used the spoon to slather clotted cream onto the pastry in her palm. "I am not
fooled. The scones, the jam. The champagne." She took a hefty bite of her scone. "None of it will do you a bit of
good."

"Viola, take pity on me," he said as he prepared a scone for himself. "Look at what | am forcing myself to endure
in order to win you over."

She couldn't help it. She smiled as she watched him take half his scone in one bite, a scone piled high with both
cream and jam. "Y ou poor man. You look asif you are suffering terribly."

He nodded agreement with that as he swallowed the bite in his mouth. "I am suffering. Y ou know | prefer apricot
over blackberry." He wiped a dab of jam and cream from one corner of his mouth with his thumb, then licked it off,
then looked at her. "But blackberry does have its advantages.”

She saw what was in his eyes, and her mind and her body and her heart all recognized it. That heated, knowing
look. She tensed as she watched him set the uneaten half of his scone aside, but she could not seem to move away
as he began easing his body forward on the blanket, moving closer to her. His hip grazed hers. "Y ou have jam all
over your mouth."

"Y ou're making that up,” she accused, her mouth full. She touched her fingertips to her mouth, verifying for herself
that he was teasing as she swallowed her bite of scone. "I do not have jam on my face."

John reached back behind him, his forearm brushing her ankles as he scooped a dab of jam from the pot onto his
finger. He then turned toward her and touched the corner of her mouth. "Yes, you do."

Thiswas a game, their game, the one they used to play years ago. During those picnics, if no one was looking, he
would dab jam on her mouth, then kiss it off. When they were married, it had become part of their morning ritual.
Breakfast in bed and blackberry jam and making love. He had spoken of it yesterday, and today, he was reminding
her again, making her remember how she had once felt about him, dredging up things she had forced herself to
forget.

You always liked making love in the mornings best.

He leaned forward, bringing his mouth close to hers, that knowing look still in his eyes, and it suddenly seemed as
if her attempts to be cold and frozen were futile. Something in the brandy brown depths of his eyes could still make
her feel languid and warm, something tender in that smile could still spread heat through her body and soften her
like butter in the afternoon sun. He leaned closer.

She hated him. She did.

He paused, his mouth only afew inches from hers. "I wouldn't want you to spend the whol e afternoon with purple
jam on your face. | mean, what would people say? | could kissit off for you."

She fought to come to her senses. "What a noble and gentlemanly offer, but thisis a public place.”
"That doesn't matter if two people are married."
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"It didn't matter to you when we weren't married.”

He laughed low in histhroat, bringing his lips another inch closer, and she began to panic. She brought her palm up
between them, pressing it flat against his chest to stop him before he could kiss her. "Am | not safe from your
advances even in public?'

"Y ou are not safe from my advances anywhere."

She froze. So did he. Both of them remained motionless, suspended by her hand and her hesitance. His chest was a
hard, muscular wall beneath her palm, and she imagined that she could feel his heart pounding as hard as hers. A
fancy of her imagination, perhaps, for his white linen shirt and coffee-colored waistcoat made it impossible to be
certain if that were true, but there was no mistaking the desire in his eyes. So long since he had looked at her that
way, so long since she had wanted him to.

She didn't want him. Not anymore.

"Thisis not proper.” She frowned at him, striving to be that icy goddess she knew he despised. "Hammond, you
forget yourself."

"Viola, you are not really going to make me mind my manners, are you?' he asked. "Not when you have
blackberry jam all over your mouth."

"I am." She lifted her fingers from his chest to her lips and wiped at the sticky jam he'd placed there before he
could take this game any further.

"You just made it worse," hetold her, his voice grave, his mouth smiling. "Y ou've smeared it, and now you have a
big purple streak on your face." Helifted his hand and his fingers traced aline just beneath her cheekbone. "Right
there."

She drew in a sharp breath. How long had it been since John had touched her like this, tender and wanting? Over
eight years, and yet it still made a thrill run though her, as if no time had passed at all. " People are watching us,"
she whispered, desperate.

His fingers caressed her cheek. His lashes lowered as he looked at her mouth. "If they are watching us, then let's
give them something worth staring at." His voice sounded thick, heavy, echoing the way she felt.

He was acad. He was.

He touched her lips with his, and a weightless sensation dipped inside her. For a brief instant she felt asif she were
falling.

S0, so long. She had forgotten al of this: how he used to dab blackberry jam on her mouth just to kissiit off.
Forgotten what his kisses tasted like, what histouch felt like. He was making her remember things she did not want
to remember, things that had given her so much joy.
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Hadn't she learned athing? None of this was real. He was manipulating her to get what he wanted, just as he had
done during their courtship. John had taught her the bitterest lesson awoman could learn about men. That hislove
and his desire were not the same thing. She would not be fooled this time around.

With that vow, she came to her senses. She jerked back, shoving his hand aside as she scooted back on the blanket,
giving herself the breathing room she needed. She took a frantic glance around, and it confirmed her worst fear.
"People are talking about us right now."

"Saying horrible things, of course." He did not pursue her, but instead leaned back, resting his weight on his
elbows, seeming much more at ease than she. "Kissing one's own wife, especialy in public, is the height of bad
taste, My friends will never let me hear the end of it. I'll try to keep my wits about me next time you have jam on
your face."

"I don't suppose you could ssimply refrain from putting it there?”

"But Viola, that wouldn't be any fun.”

"I know lifeis aways fun for you."

"God, | hope so. Should it not be?’

It had been fun for her once, too, when she'd been with him, but her life wasn't like that anymore. Contented, yes.
Busy, yes. Satisfying, yes. With some moments of happiness and moments of sadness, but not run, not exhilarating,

not heady and exciting. Not like with John.

She dipped one corner of her serviette in her champagne glass to moisten it, then rubbed the linen vigorously
against her cheek. After amoment she looked at him. "Isit gone? And don't lie to me."

"It's gone. But you rubbed so hard, you have arash."

Balling the serviette, she threw it at him. She was tempted to take another glance around to see if she could identify
some of the faces of those watching them, but she refrained. She would hear the gossip soon enough, and so would
everyone else. By tomorrow morning everyone in his circle of acquaintance and hers would know Hammond had
been seen kissing hiswife in public, and they would know Lady Hammond hadn't been fighting very hard to stop
him. And they would say it was about time she took her husband back into her bed and learned to be a proper wife.

Viola, however, had no intention of doing either.

Chapter 7

Chapter Graphic
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Covent Garden Opera House was once again popular after several years of turmoil, and many peers of consequence
had renewed their subscriptions for boxes there. Because Dylan Moore was England's most famous composer,
because he had recently published a new symphony, and because he was conducting his new symphony himself,
the theater was filled to the rafters for his concert on Tuesday night.

Hammond had a box, but it was Violawho most often used it. Seated with her this evening were the two daughters
of Sir Edward Fitzhugh and three of the Lawrence sisters. Viola had made these arrangements on purpose, for John
had sent her a note on Saturday, stating hisintent to sit with her for Dylan's concert. She had sent areply back at
once, informing him she had already filled the seats and he would have to sit elsawhere. Then, of course, she'd
gone on afrantic search for the extra person or two she needed to keep him away.

"Thisis so exciting,” Amanda Lawrence, Dylan's sister-in-law, murmured to her over the squeaky sounds of the
orchestra as they tuned their instruments. "My sister told me Dylan has not conducted in years."

"I am excited to seeit, too," Viola confessed. "l have only seen him conduct once myself, and that was years and
years ago. | was at school in France, and my brother came to visit me. Dylan was on a tour of Europe at that time,
and Anthony took me to the concert."

Amanda glanced at her program. "His symphony comes after the intermission. Do you know anything about this
other composer, Antoine Renet? He is presenting a violin concerto."

"I have not heard much of his music," she answered as bells began to ring, the call for people to take their seats. A
few minutes later ushers dimmed the lamps, and the first part of the concert began.

Violagaveit only the most superficial attention, her mind preoccupied. She was fully aware of the discreet stares
directed her way from behind opera glasses. It had been four days since her picnic with John, and by now everyone
in London society was discussing the amazing reconciliation of Lord and Lady Hammond.

At intermission, the Fitzhugh and Lawrence girls went to get ices, but Violaremained in her seat. When her
companions returned, Amanda was not with them, and her youngest sister, Jane, explained to Viola, "l saw her
being introduced to a pair of very handsome men by your sister-in-law, the Duchess of Tremore. One of them
looked quite entranced with her." She laughed. "We didn't want to spoil things by interrupting.”

The bells rang again, announcing that the second half of the concert was about to begin, but Amanda still had not
returned. Violaleaned forward over the rail and glanced sideways toward Anthony's box, thinking perhaps Daphne
had invited Amandato sit with them after intermission.

"Looking for me?"

The unmistakable sound of her husband's voice had her turning in her chair, and she watched in dismay as John sat
down in Amanda's vacant seat. "What are you doing?”'

"Joining you, of course." He leaned back in the chair and smoothed his perfectly tied cravat, smiling at her. There
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was such a complacent expression on his face, she wanted to bash him with her fan. He was as handsome as ever,
looking quite the dashing man about town in his dark blue evening suit, silver silk waistcoat, and white linen shirt,
but his good looks and heart-stopping smile didn't negate the fact that he was her greatest irritant.

"Y ou cannot sit with us, Hammond."

"Of course | can. Thisismy box, after all."

Sheignored that truthful, ghastly fact. "I told you, I filled the seats. Y ou have to leave.”

"Leave? | couldn't possibly, my dear. Dylan isafriend of mine, too, you know, and | wouldn't miss the chance to
see him conduct for all the world. He's nervous as a cat on hot bricks, by the way. | saw him backstage a short
while ago. He said to give you his regards.”

"What happened to Amanda?"

"Who?"'

"Grace Moore's sister," she said, and jabbed her fan in his direction. "The young lady who was sitting here before
you usurped her seat. Miss Amanda Lawrence."

"Ah, yes, Miss Lawrence." He pointed to their left and up onetier. " She has moved into Hewitt's box."

"What?' Viola groaned and pressed her fingers to her forehead, feeling a headache coming on at yet another
reminder of what her life was going to be like until she got this absurd reconciliation idea out of her husband's
head. He was going to be the proverbial bad penny, turning up no matter how she arranged things to prevent it. He
seemed to live for the purpose of making her life amess, for it had been a mess ever since she had danced with him
on aballroom floor and fallen in love.

"The Duchess of Tremore was kind enough to make me acquainted with Miss Lawrence during intermission,” John
explained, "and | introduced her to Lord Damon. He took one look at her and invited her to sit with his family. His
father, aunt, and two sisters seemed to favor the idea, for they did have an empty seat. Wasn't that a coincidence?’

She lifted her head but did not look at him. "A most amazing coincidence, one arranged by you, no doubt."

"Not abit of it. Lady H hasacold. Even |, as calculating and devious afellow as| am, and as determined as | am to
have the pleasure of your company—even | cannot give a marchioness the sniffles. Asto the rest, Damon took one
look at Miss Lawrence, saw that blond hair and those hazel eyes, and he was lost, poor fellow. Had an expression
on hisface rather like a stunned sheep. I've never seen him look like that before, but since I've always had rather a
passion for a certain hazel-eyed blonde myself, | can't blame him for losing his head to one almost as pretty."

She refrained from pointing out that his preferences hadn't stopped him from enjoying the company of quite afew
redheads and brunettes over the years. "Lord Damon is awild and undisciplined fellow of the worst description!”
she said instead. "He carouses around with you."

"That isamost despicable offense, | grant you, but Lord Damon is also the eldest son of a marquess. Think what a
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coup such amarriage would be for the sister of a country squire from Cornwall like Miss Lawrence. Very sensible
match, 1'd say."

"Sensibility being the most important thing in amarriage,”" she shot back, remembering his words about why he
had chosen her. "Love, of course, has nothing to do with it."

"I wouldn't say that. Damon looked like aman in love to me," he said, ignoring the barbed reference to himself and
his marriage choice. "Besides, you seem to have taken on the project of launching Grace's sisters into good society,
and | am helping you help them. How can you complain when I've just introduced one of them to afuture
marquess?"

"I promised Dylan last autumn that | would introduce his wife's sisters into good society, but they do not need
suitors like Lord Damon. As a future marquess, he might be a marriage coup, but he is a disaster for happiness.
Amandais asweet girl."

"Just what Damon needs to steady him."

"Really?' she countered smoothly. "That didn't work for you."

"I didn't marry a sweet girl."

"Thank you so much. If you are trying to win me over with compliments like that one, save your breath."

The lamps were dimmed once again. Relieved by the distraction, Violaleaned over the rail, watching as Dylan
Moore stepped into the orchestra pit, took his place at the podium, bowed to the audience, then turned to face the
orchestra. If Dylan was nervous, it didn't show.

John moved forward in his chair and leaned closer to her, resting his forearms on the rail. His shoulder touched
hers. "I didn't marry a sweet girl," he repeated in amurmur beside her, "because | didn't want a sweet girl. | wanted
apassionate one."

"Y ou wanted arich one, you mean."

"No, | needed arich one." He didn't sound the least bit ashamed of himself. "l wanted a passionate one. And that
was what | had, until she forgot what passion was all about."

"How cruel you are!" she cried. But her words were spoken just as the music began, and that was a blessing, for
with the deep opening notes of the symphony played by a one hundred piece orchestra, no one else could have
heard her words. She leaned even closer to her husband, but kept her gaze on the concert below. "If | forgot
passion,” she told him in a harsh whisper, "that is your fault."

"Yes, itis."
The quiet admission startled her, and she turned her head to look at him. He was so close her lips almost touched
his, but she couldn't seem to move away. "John, that isthefirst time | have ever heard you admit any culpability for

our mess of amarriage.”
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"Yes, well, it'sawfully hard for a man to admit he's wrong about anything. It's due to lack of practice, of course.
Because we're almost never wrong."

She pressed her lips together.
"Ah," he murmured, "1 almost got a smile there, didn't 1?"
"No." Sheturned away. "Y ou're imagining things again."

"Am 1?" His knuckles brushed her cheek, and she amost jumped in her chair. She clenched her carved ivory fan
tight in one hand and curled the fingers of her other hand around the carved railing in front of her, tense and wary,
acutely aware of the stares they were getting as he moved his hand to the back of her neck. His fingertips traced
feather-light circles at her nape. His lips brushed her ear.

"Don't. People are watching us."

Being John, he ignored that. "If you have forgotten all about passion, and it is my fault, then | need to rectify my
mistake, don't you think?"

"John—" She broke off, forgetting whatever she'd been about to say as he kissed her ear and his thumb began to
caress the line of her jaw.

"I could think of all sorts of waysto remind you," he went on. "If you let me."

She closed her eyes. Why was he doing this to her? She had forgotten passion, it was true, but it was all coming
back to her now with a vengeance. She was over him now, and she did not want to remember that passion she'd
once had for him. She did not want to remember making love in the mornings with him, and racing horses with
him, and how he could make her smile and laugh just by being near. She did not want to feel that sort of dizzying
happiness ever again. It was too painful when it ended.

She opened her eyes and deliberately turned her head in his direction, but she did not look at him. Instead, her gaze
sought out one particular box among the many that ringed the second tier of Covent Garden. Sure enough, Lady
Pomeroy was there, and the sight of the dark, striking beauty was enough to dampen any passion John might being
trying to evoke in her now. How many times during that woman's amour with John had some cluel ess hostess
forced Violato sit across from Anne Pomerey at tea or cards? Violas safe, icy shell, afamiliar friend that had
protected her for so long, wrapped itself around her now. "Y ou know far more about the passions and pleasures of
lovemaking than I, Hammond," she said. "Y ou've had so much more practice.”

Though she was not looking at him, she knew both her words and the direction of her gaze had hit their mark.
Beside her ear, she heard his sharp, indrawn breath. His hand slid away from her cheek and he leaned back in his
chair without aword.

Safely numb again, she leaned back in her seat as well, letting go of the rail and loosening the tight, tense grip she
had on her fan. Her gaze moved to the stage below and she tried to concentrate on that. But as much as she hoped
for the success of Dylan's performance, as sure as she was that it would be a triumph, she could not have judged
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any of that for herself, since the only thing she could seem to hear was John's voice promising passion when she
knew passion was not enough.

When the symphony ended with afinal, rollicking flourish of strings, horns, and cymbals, the crowd was on its feet
at once, roaring with approval. Viola stood up as well, only then coming out of her reverie. Applauding along with
everyone else, she watched as Dylan turned and bowed to the audience, and she was so happy for her friend that for
amoment she forgot her own troubles.

Until John reminded her. Amid the curtain calls, he leaned close to her again. "No matter what | have to do, | will
make you remember how passion felt, Viola. The passion we once had. More than that, | will make you feel it
again. | swear it. | shall see you on Thursday. Two o'clock. It's your turn to decide where we go thistime."

He was gone before she had the chance to reply. She stared down at the milling crowds below and had a sinking
reeling her husband would succeed. That was exactly what she was afraid of.

On Thursday, John found himself regretting the fact that he had allowed Violato choose their outing thistime. He
groaned. "Y ou're not serious."

"Oh, but I am." She gave him a smile of triumph as she stepped up into his carriage. "'l want to spend the afternoon
at Anthony's museum. | heard him mention this morning that he would be there all day." Her smiled widened. "He
can give us atour himself. Won't that be nice?’

It was going to be hell. He settled himself beside her on the carriage seat, trying to find away out of this. "Viola,
history bores you to tears."

"It used to bore me. | have broadened my interests."
"To include Roman antiquities?’

"Yes." Shelooked at him, cool, composed, and oh-so-pleased with herself. "This may come as a shock to you, but |
have managed to make quite a full and satisfying life for myself without you. | have devel oped interests in many
things."

That might very well be true, but he didn't believe for a second that she had chosen Tremore's museum because she
had developed a fascination for Romano-British pottery shards. No, she had selected the museum because her
brother was sure to be there and would watch his every move like a hawk, haughty and hostile, and making it
impossible for him to do any serious wooing of hiswife. And she knew it, too.

As they rode to the museum, he studied her profile in the sunlight of the open carriage. She had just thrown down a
challenge to hiswits, and that made him vow that before they left that museum today, he was going to steal at |east
one kiss from her. With her brother hovering about, it was going to take a bit of ingenuity on his part to get her
alone, but he used to be quite ingenious about that sort of thing during their courtship. He began to form some
plans of hisown.

Asit turned out, Tremore was at the museum that day, but he was giving atour to a contingent of Venetian
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antiquarians when they arrived, and would be unavailable for at least the next two hours, possibly longer.

It was John's turn to smile. "Well, now," he murmured, glancing at his wife as they stood in the enormous foyer of
the museum, "Tremore cannot join us. Isn't that a shame?"

She wasn't looking quite so pleased with herself now, he noticed. "We'll come back later,” she said.

"No, no," he said, trying not to laugh. "We are here, after all. Besides, you have developed such a passion for
antiquities, you should be able to give me quite atour of the place.”

He was the one issuing a challenge now, and she knew it. Her chin rose alittle higher. "Very well." she said with
dignity. "Where do you want to start?’

"I don't know yet." He glanced around at the high, domed ceiling overhead, at the walls and floors of travertine and
marble, and at the corridors that branched off in al directions. It was a magnificent building. He had to admit that
when Tremore did athing, he did it well.

He took a printed map from the young man standing nearby and opened it. A quick scan told him everything he
needed to know about the design of the place. "They have anew wing, | see.”

"Yes," she answered as she loosened the ribbons under her chin. She pushed her hat back and it fell behind her, to

hang between her shoulder blades. "Thereisn't much in it asyet. A few rooms of arms and weapons. |'ve only been
in that part of the building once before.”

"Excellent place to begin, don't you think?' He handed her the map. "Lead the way."

The museum was full of people, especially in the new wing, and they spent the next hour weaving their way amid
the crowds gathered around displays of bronze shields and iron spears.

John was surprised to note that she proved more interested in the antiquities than he would have thought. "When
did you start liking history?' he asked as they leaned over a glass cabinet that displayed jeweled knives.

"Daphne and Anthony's enthusiasm is infectious, | think. They talk about it so much that one can't help being
enthusiastic along with them." She gestured to the knives. "Besides, jewels have always fascinated me."

"That | remember." He decided it was time to make his first move, and he glanced toward a doorway across the
room. Remembering the map, he knew that was the way he wanted to go, and he began maneuvering Violain that
direction, one exhibit at atime.

Asthey paused to admire an intricately carved shield of pewter, he leaned closer to her. "I'm going to see what is
down there," he said, gesturing to the doorway that led into along corridor. "I'll be back."

She protested at once. "But there isn't anything down there. That part of the museum isn't even open yet."

"That doesn't mean there isn't anything to see, doesit?' With awink at her, he slipped into the corridor, then
hurried down its considerable length to the other end, passing several rooms filled with baskets of broken pottery
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shards and half-completed mosaics. Clearly, these were working rooms for people at the museum. He halted at the
end of the corridor and looked left and right. A long gallery stretched in both directions, lit by square windows set
high up in the twenty-foot ceilings. He went |eft, passing baskets of pottery but not much else. There was no sign
of people.

Viola's footsteps echoed on the stone floor, telling him that she was following him, just as he'd hoped.
"John?" she called.

"I'm down here," he called back, and listened as her footsteps brought her closer. He watched as she stepped into
the gallery and paused, glancing to her right.

"Viola" he called softly, and saw her turn in his direction. He beckoned to her from where he stood at the end of
the gallery. "Come down here and see this."

"See what? There isn't anything down there."
"How do you know? Y ou said yourself you've only been in the new wing once. Have you been this way?"
"No, but I told you this part of the building isn't even open yet. The map says so."

"Forget the map." He took a couple steps backward and made a great show of 1ooking down the two ends of yet
another empty gallery. "It seems to me there's plenty to see down here," he said, and returned his gaze to hers,
trying to look as innocent as possible.

She frowned, an adorable ook of perplexity on her face. She looked down at the map, then back up at him. "What
is down there? More pottery, | suppose.”

Heaps of it, and some other things, too.
She took a step closer. "Like what?"
"Y ou want alist? Come and look for yourself."

He vanished around the corner and stepped into a niche that was clearly meant to hold a statue but was empty at
present. He leaned one shoulder against the stone wall, waiting, listening to her approach. She was falling for it.
She always did, bless her trusting soul. He grinned.

When she came around the corner and saw him standing in the niche, smiling at her, her perplexed frown deepened
into ascowl. "You tricked me."

"Of course | did." He straightened away from the wall, laughing as he slid his arms around her waist and pulled her
close. "l used to do this al the time, find waysto get you alone. Don't you remember?’

"I remember. Let go of me and stop being ridiculous.”
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She started to pull away, but he didn't let her go. Instead, he pulled her back into the niche with him.
"Hammond, what are you doing?’

He maneuvered them around in the tight space so her back was to the wall. "Y ou're trapped now. To get out, you
have to pay the toll. Y ou remember how these things work, don't you?"

She did. Staring at him from where he had her trapped in the shadowy corner, she licked her lips asif they had
suddenly gone dry. 1 am not going to kiss you."

His smile deepened as he flattened one palm against the wall and leaned closer to her. With his free hand he toyed
with the ribbons of her hat. He pulled, untying them, and her straw bonnet fluttered to the floor behind her. "Y ou
fall for thistrick every time," he said, fingering the button of her shawl collar. "I think it's because you secretly
want me to kiss you, but you just can't be honest and admit it."

"If | fall for your tricks, it's because you are a master of deceit." She moved as if to step out of the niche, asif
expecting him to let her pass. He didn't.

Instead, he tightened his fingers around the collar button at her breastbone and cupped the side of her neck in his
free hand. "Rules are rules,” he said, smiling faintly, caressing her jaw with his thumb. "Y ou have to kiss me first."

"We did silly things like that in our courting days, and we are not courting anymore."

"Aren't we?' he countered with wry amusement, appreciating the arousal he was feeling at this moment. "This
seems very much like courtship to me. A great deal of delicious anticipation and heaps of work and ingenuity on
my part. | thought after | got married | wouldn't have to do this courtship business anymore, but you are forcing me
to take desperate measures.”

"Forcing you? Of all the ridiculous—" She broke off, bit her lip, and once again tried to step around him. He
wouldn't let her, and she gave a vexed sigh. "L et me out, Hammond."

"I will, | promise." He did his arm down from the wall and curved his hand around the side of her waist, still
playing with the button of her collar. "But | get akissfirst."

A distinctive male voice echoed to them from the other end of the gallery, interrupting any reply she might have
made. "Gentlemen, | know you have been eager for aview of the Romano-British pottery we have collected this
year that isn't on display yet. Follow me."

"That's Anthony!" Violawhispered, dropping the map to push frantically at John with both hands. "He will find us."

John didn't move. "So? We're married now, remember?’

"Let me out of here." When he still did not move, desperation entered her voice. "He's bringing those Venetians
thisway!"
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With both hands at her waist to keep her in place, John leaned back to look out of the niche and down the long
gallery, where the Duke of Tremore paused, then turned right. A line of elderly gentlemen followed him, and they
moved toward the deeper recesses of the new wing. "No, they aren't,” John answered her in awhisper. "They are
going the other way."

Once they had vanished from view and their footsteps could no longer be heard, he returned his attention to the
vitally important task at hand. "They are gone," he said, moving closer to hiswife again. "Now, where were we?"

She glanced around as if trying to find away to escape, but there was none. She was hemmed in on three sides by
stone walls. Cornered, she set her jaw. "l want to leave."

John shook his head. "l want my kiss."

She made a sound of impatience. "Men are such children."

He lifted his hand from her waist to cup her cheek, and the feel of her soft skin against his pam had his desire
rising higher. His thumb caressed that tiny mole at the corner of her mouth, and he breathed in deeply of violets.

The slow ache of desire inside him began to burn hotter. "My thoughts at this moment are anything but childish,
believe me."

A hint of panic cameinto her face. "I am not going to kiss you!"

Still caressing her cheek, he slid his other arm around her waist. "Fine. | am perfectly content to just stand here and
hold you."

"Y ou mean we are going to remain here all day?"

"That depends on you. Come on, Viola. Pucker up." He bent his head, moving his hand back until his fingertips
dlid into her hair, loosening the complicated knot at the back of her head. A hairpin fell, hitting the stone floor at
their feet with adelicate clink.

He brought his mouth closer to hers and watched her lips part. Her thick brown lashes lowered a fraction. Oh, yes,
she remembered this game of theirs aswell as he did. Just as he had so long ago when they were courting, he held
back, controlling the desire in his body, waiting for hersto flare up. He brushed his lips lightly against her cheek,
right at the edge of her lips. "Onekiss," he coaxed. "Give me just one, and I'll let you go."

"No, you won't." Her eyes squeezed shut. "I know you too well to believe that. Y ou'll just take more liberties.”

"Only if you don't say no." He fiddled with the collar button, unfastening it, then pulled the lacy shawl! away,
exposing the skin of her throat and shoulders above the wide, rounded neckline of her dress.

"What are you doing?' She made a grab for the collar, but he dropped it to the floor.

"Taking those liberties. Y ou dither too long." He bent his head and kissed the bare skin along the side of her throat,
inhaling the soft, familiar scent of her. She let out her breath in alittle, fluttering sigh. Her neck, her weak spot, his
opportunity. He blew warm laughter against her throat, loving it.
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Footsteps echoed on stone, and the voices of aman and woman floated to them from far away. It had obviously
occurred to some other man that a museum had plenty of opportunitiesto get his woman alone.

"You haveto let me go," Violawhispered, but not so forcefully thistime. "Someone will see us."

Undeterred by something astrivial asfaraway voices, he trailed kisses along the curve of her neck and shoulder as
he did his hand down. "They'd have to come al the way down the gallery, and we'll hear them in plenty of time.
Besides—" He broke off, forgetting whatever he'd been about to say as his palm curved around the full, round
shape of her breast and she gave alittle gasp. Layers of fabric impeded him, but his memory of hiswife's luscious
shape was perfectly clear. The excitement inside him rose like the tide and he forgot whatever he'd been about to

say.

She dlid her hand between them, curling her fingers around hiswrist asif to pull his hand down. He stilled, tense,
waiting in agony with her breast against his palm. He remembered the rules they had established long ago. Whether
he got hiskiss or no, if she stopped him, he stopped. But not before.

Her hand moved, her pam flattened over his, not quite pressing his hand to her breast, but aimost. Tacit
encouragement. No stopping yet.

John shaped her breast through the fabric with his hand, his fingertips brushing back and forth over the bare skin
just above the rounded neckline of her gown. He tasted her throat in countless little nibbles, all the way up to her
cheek.

Her breath was coming faster now, and she twisted in his arms. "Someone will see us," she moaned softly,
sounding aroused and miserable and angry all at once. "Oh, John, someone will see."

"Better kiss me quick, then."

She made awordless sound and turned her face toward him, giving him what he wanted. Her mouth touched his
and opened, sending shimmers of pleasure through his body. Her hand lifted to spread across his cheek. Her kid
glove felt smooth and cool on his skin, her mouth hot and sweet. He closed his eyes, savoring adelight so long
forgotten, and yet so familiar. Thiswas Viola; he remembered her taste as he kissed her, he remembered the puffy
fullness of her lower lip as he sucked it, he remembered the perfect line of her teeth as he explored them with his
tongue.

She broke the kiss suddenly, turning her face away. She stirred in his hold and made a faint sound—a protest,
maybe.

Past the blood pounding through him, and her soft little objection, he heard something else, the tap of footsteps
turning to come down the gallery toward them, and John knew he was out of time. At least for today.

Wrenching himself away, he pressed one last quick kissto the side of her neck, pulled back and let her go. He bent
to pick up her shawl collar and hat from the floor and handed them to her. As the footsteps came closer, he
straightened his cravat and leaned out of the niche to have a peek, striving to force down his arousal and regain a
semblance of sanity. An elderly, stooping gentleman in adusty black suit and spectacles was coming toward him.
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Beside him, John could hear the rustle of straw and fabric as Viola shoved on her hat, donned her collar, and
straightened her rumpled clothes.

"At last!" John exclaimed, and stepped partway out of the niche. "We have been wandering around forever, trying
to find our way, and now here is someone to assist us."

The old man stopped and squinted, peering down the length of the gallery. "Is there someone with you, sir?’
"My wife and | were looking for the new collection of weapons and armaments. We seem to have gotten lost.”
"I should say you have. It isn't down thisway at all."

John schooled his features into buffle-headed perplexity. "Isn't it?' He turned his head in Violas direction. " Sorry,
dearest. | seem to have led us astray."

He got a none-too-gentle kick in the leg for that remark.
"Did you not get a map when you came in?' the man asked.
"Map?" John pressed hisfingersto hisforehead asif he were trying to think. "No, | don't believe we did."

"I am Mr. Addison, the assistant director of antiquities." He beckoned with one hand. "I shall direct you and your
wife to the armaments.”

"I say, that's awfully kind of you." John glanced into the niche and held out his hand to Viola, adding in awhisper,
"Collar button."

She fastened it, glaring at him asif thiswas all his fault. She stuck her chin up to the level of hauteur befitting a
duke's sister, brushed back several loose tendrils of hair that had fallen over her face, then put her hand in his and
stepped out into the gallery.

"Why, blessme!" the elderly gentleman exclaimed, "Lady Hammond!"

"Good day, Mr. Addison." She was trying to sound dignified, John knew, but there was still aflush in her cheeks, a
breathless edge to her voice, and arumpled quality to her appearance, in which he took a great deal of satisfaction.

"Lost, again, my lady?' Mr. Addison shook his head at her.

She gave the feeble smile of the dim-witted female that only fooled old men and stupid young ones. "It's this new
wing, gir. It confuses me."

"I keep telling you to aways take one of the maps with you when you go wandering about the museum,” he said,
answering her smile with an indulgent one of his own. He pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose. "Y our
husband accompanying you today, | see."
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John bowed. "Lord Hammond," he introduced himself when Violafailed to do so.
"A pleasure, my lord. Come this way to see the armaments."”
They followed afew feet behind Mr. Addison as he led them out of the gallery.

"That was close," John murmured in her ear, laughing softly, exhilarated by the whole experience, especially the
gratifying passion he'd aroused in his wife, which had been his goal for the entire afternoon. "l haven't had this
much funin years."

She sniffed. "Don't expect to have any more of it," she whispered back. "Not with me, at least. | have no intention
of letting you trick me again."

"No?' He cast asideways glance at her and grinned. "Now that's achallenge | can't resist.”

Chapter 8

Chapter Graphic

Previous||Top||Next

Violastared at herself in the mirror of the modiste's dressing room without seeing her reflection or the costume she
intended to wear to the charity ball. All she could see was her husband's wicked smile. An outrageous man, he
really was, using all manner of tricks and wiles on her just like he used to do, and as he had said, she alwaysfell for
it. She would have to watch her step better in the future. He was so good at beguiling her.

He was good at other things, too. She touched her fingers to her mouth, feeling the delicious warmth of hiskissall
over again even as she reminded herself he was good at kissing because he'd done so much of it. That true and
painful reminder didn't help. It only made her feel more muddled and agonized.

What had happened yesterday? She closed her eyes, thinking of those stolen moments in the mu seum, and she
knew the answer. She'd lost her head, just like the naive girl of nine years ago.

So long since John had touched her like that, but time hadn't made a difference to the way she responded to him.
Time hadn't shored up her pride enough to take away the excitement of his hands and his mouth.

She wrapped her arms around herself and opened her eyes. Looking at her reflection, she saw all her confusion and
misery looking back at her, and she did not understand her own mind or her own heart. What was wrong with her?
Pride had held her together through heartbreak, kept her head high when he turned to other women, helped her
pretend to him and to the world that she didn't care what he did, enabled her to find satisfaction in alife of charity
work and good friends. Where had all her pride been yesterday?
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He would hurt her again if she let him. He would. The deceptions of pulling her into empty corridors and stealing
kisses might be harmless ones, but she knew he could lie with his heart in his eyes about the things that mattered
most, and she always wanted to believe him. That was what frightened her. How easy it was to believe him.

Do you love me?
Of course | do. | adore you.

A knock on the door interrupted her, and at her call to come in, Daphne entered the modiste's dressing room,
wearing her costume of Cleopatra. "Well?' she asked, smoothing the heavy tresses of her black wig. "What do you
think?*

| think I amlosing my mind.

With an effort, Viola pushed the museum outing of the previous afternoon out of her mind. It was all right to lose
her mind as long as she didn't let him steal her heart. She turned to her sister-in-law, relieved by the distraction, and
smiled. "Did Cleopatra wear spectacles?”

Daphne made a face. Laughing, she said, "I shall not be wearing them to the ball, dearest! What do you think of the
costume?' She toyed with the wide, jeweled collar above her flowing white gown. "Isit too silly of me to choose
something like this?"

Violalooked at her best friend in the world, thinking of the woman Daphne had been when they met two years
before—shy, so uncertain of herself, so much in love with Anthony and trying so hard to hide it. She was different
now. Having her love returned so passionately by her husband and the responsibilities of her role as the Duchess of
Tremore had taken away much of Daphne's shyness and replaced it with a measure of self-confidence. But there
were moments, like this one, when the shy woman Viola had first met did come peeping through.

"Itisn't silly intheleast,” Violaassured her. "Why should you think it so?"

"I have always wanted to be Cleopatra," Daphne confessed. "I am just uncertain | can be convincing in therole.
Evenif itisonly for a Fancy Dress ball, we are supposed to act out our parts all evening.”

"Y ou look very queenly to me," Violasaid, laughing. "And Anthony seems willing to be your Marc Antony. He'd
take on the entire Roman Empire if you asked him to."

Daphne's mouth curved in asmile that was a bit reminiscent of a cat with the cream jug. "True. | rather like it that
way, too. He told me once | have all the power over him because women have all the power in the world over men
if only we exerciseit properly. It took me along time to understand what he meant."

Violasighed. "If you understand it, explain it to me," she said wryly. "I could do with some of that power just now."
Her sister-in-law's smile faded, and Daphne looked at her with a hint of compassion.

Viola couldn't bear that. She turned in a pirouette. "What do you think of me as a French marquise?”
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"I think you look lovely. As aways."

"Thank you, but what of the costume? Is it auhentic?'

Daphnettilted her head. "If you wish to be truly authentic, you will have to powder your hair."
Viola smoothed the dark blue velvet of her over-skirt. "Won't that make rather a mess?"'

"At least they don't make it with sugar any longer."

"Hair powder was made with sugar? But wouldn't that attract all manner of insects?

"That was a drawback, certainly."

"How awful." Though if that would keep Hammond at bay, it might be worth atry. She reminded herself that she
wasn't going to think about him anymore. "Does the overskirt hang correctly at the hem?"* she asked, turning in a
circleagain. "It ssems a bit crooked."

"It's the hoops, | think, not the sack." Daphne adjusted one of the wide side hoops. "If you don't want to worry
about powdering your hair, you could go as a Greek princess of two thousand years ago. Then you could wear a
cone of fat on your head instead of hair powder."

"Fat?" Violafaced the mirror again and looked at her sister-in-law's reflection. "Why on earth would | wear fat on
my head?"

Her horrified expression made the other woman laugh again. "The fat was perfumed, and in the heat, it would melt,
releasing the fragrance.”

"Y ou know the most extraordinary things, Daphne. Thank you for the suggestion, but | shall stay with what | have.
| cannot imagine what Lady Deane would have to say if | showed up at the ball with perfumed fat on my head."
Viola smoothed the overskirt over the hoops at her hips. " Since you know so much, dear sister, how do | avoid
getting powder on this dark blue velvet?'

"Wear awig. Most people did eighty years ago."
"No, it will just get hot and make my head itch. | hate that."
"So that iswhy you are forever taking off your hats! Now | understand.”

A scratch sounded on the door, and Mirelle, London's most fashionable modiste, entered the dressing room. "Y our
grace. Lady Hammond." She curtsied to Daphne and then to Viola. "I hope you like your costumes? Is there
anything you would wish to alter? | am at your disposal.”

"I like mine exceedingly well," Daphne said.
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The modiste clasped her hands together, gratified. "Y our grace is most kind." She turned to Viola. "And you, my
lady?'

"Mirelle, what does one use for hair powder? Talc?"

"They make avery fine hair powder for wigs nowadays, my lady. Barristers and judges use it, you see. Y ou could
powder your hair with that. But if | may be allowed to give my opinion on the matter, it would be a shame to cover
your hair with powder. It isalovely color, and with the pale blue silk and dark blue velvet, most beautiful, most
aluring."

Those passionate moments in the museum flashed through her mind again, and Violafelt her cheeks heating at the
mortifying memory. She wasn't certain she wanted to be alluring. It was too dangerous. "Thank you, Mirelle."

"I agree with her," Daphne put in. "No woman of any erawould cover hair the color of yours with powder."

"Then | won't wear it." She told herself it was because powder was messy. The fact that Hammond had always
liked the color of her hair had nothing to do with it. She pressed a hand to the low-cut, heavily boned bodice of
embroidered, pale blue silk. "But we have another problem. It isaball, and | shall never be able to waltz or country
dancein this. No wonder they only danced the minuet in my great-grandmother's day." She glanced at Mirelle.
"Can you have the waistline let out a bit?"

"Only alittle bit, or it would spoil the line of the bodice, you see.”

"Let out as much as you can, Mirelle. | shall be unable to breathe otherwise." She considered her choice one last
time, then nodded. "I do like the gown very much. The embroidery islovely."

"I am always pleased to be of service, my lady."

Mirelle departed and an assistant helped Viola dress once again in her own clothes. After that, she and Daphne | eft
the modiste. "Mirelle was right, you know," Daphne said as they stepped into Anthony's barouche. "Y ou do look
stunningly beautiful in that gown."

Violaleaned back against the carriage seat beside her sister-in-law and gave her alook of chagrin. "There are many
beautiful women in the world, Daphne, but beauty is not enough to make a husband faithful. What is?"

Daphne wrapped an arm around her shouldersin an affectionate hug. "I don't know, darling. | just don't know."

"Neither do I," she whispered. "l wish | did."

John knew that in the seduction of one's wife, desperate measures were required. And he al'so knew he would be
forced to endure a certain amount of suffering.

He stayed away from Grosvenor Square for afew days, telling himself that his absence might make her miss him,
but the truth was, he needed time to get his own desire back in check. Memories of the museum, of the taste of
Viola's mouth and the soft, delicious feel of her in his armsinvaded his dreams all three nights he stayed away, and
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dominated his thoughts for all three days. But it was a sweet sort of suffering.

Monday afternoon he decided he was in control enough to see her again, but this time he doubted he would be able
to steal afew kissesin ashadowy corner. Today, his fate was to endure a different sort of torture. He intended to
take Viola shopping.

His suggestion that she redecorate the house in Bloomsbury Square had not been met with the en thusiasm he had
hoped for, but if she began selecting things for the house, she might begin to feel a part of it, and that could only
help his cause. He also knew how much his wife loved to shop.

When John called for Violaat Grosvenor Square that afternoon, he once again suggested the idea of shopping for
their house in town, but he found that hisideawas still not meeting with any enthusiasm on her part.

"I don't want to go," she said, and sat down on the settee in Tremore's drawing room. "I don't feel well."
"Did anyone ever tell you what abad liar you are? Put on a bonnet, fetch your reticule, and let's be on our way."
"I told you | do not want to redecorate your house."

"It'syours, too. | pledged my troth when we got married, remember? With all my worldly goods, | thee endowed,
and all that."

She folded her arms. "Y ou didn't have any worldly goods."

"I had estates. A title. A few horrid paintings of previous viscounts. What, those didn't count?”

"Why don't you take Lady Pomeroy shopping? She loves Bond Street, and she loves spending Pomeroy's money."
John studied her, and he knew she was flinging Annein his face to drive him away.

He could tell her about Anne, he supposed.

Opening up the topic was akin to stepping into a pit of snakes, for he'd surely get bitten. He could tell her what an
empty amour it had been, an easing of physical needs and nothing more, but he doubted that would make any
difference. Talking about it might only make things worse. They would end up in afight for certain, and what good
would it do to rehash the whole thing anyway? His affair with Anne had been over five years ago. The future was
what mattered. Besides, no sane man ever jumped into a snake pit.

"Would you prefer to walk to Bond Street or take my carriage?' he asked mildly.

She made a sound of impatience, stood up, and walked to the fireplace. "l told you | don't want to go shopping,"
she said over her shoulder.

"Viola, you love visiting the shops, and you know how much | hateit. | thought you would jump at the chance to
torture me with testing the comfort of chair cushions and picking out Turkish carpets. Not to mention the jewelers,
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where you can sweet-talk me into spending an outrageous sum for a perfectly useless bauble of rubies and
diamonds you can show off to your friends."

She turned around. "I do not need any jewels from you," she said coolly. "And asfor therest, | told you before |
have no desire to spend my income from Anthony on your house, even if you are the one who has control of that
income."

She was determined to fight with him today, but he was just as determined not to let that happen.

"If you don't wish to shop, then we'll do something else.” He thought for amoment. "What if we go calling on all
our friends? That would be amusing. We could sit on their settees and hold hands like sweethearts. Married couples
never hold hands, especialy us. What a shock they will get."

"I am not going to call on my friends and hold hands with you!"

"Oh, very well, if you are going to be so unromantic.” He gave her awicked grin. "We could go back to your
brother's museum, | heard there are some very delicious Roman frescoes tucked away somewhere that nobody but
the antiquarians are allowed to see. You're Tremore's sister, so we could get in to have alook at them. Let's do that."

She turned her face away. "I don't think so."

"I understand they're quite erotic,”" he went on, and realized she was blushing. He began to laugh and stepped in
front of her, ducking his head to look her full in the face. "Dash it, Viola, you've aready seen them, haven't you?
Snuck in and had a peek when big brother wasn't looking?'

"Don't be absurd." Her cheeks got pinker, and he knew he was right. The thought of Viola sneaking into Tremore's
museum to look at erotic pictures sent his hopes soaring higher.

"Curiosity got the better of you, did it?" he teased. "I wish I'd thought to look at them the other day when we were
there. What were they like? Were they so very wicked? Come on, Viola," he coaxed in the wake of her silence.
"Y ou can describe them to me. | am your husband, after all."

She remained silent, blushing furiously, and he knew those frescoes must be very erotic indeed. No wonder
Tremore and his wife liked mucking around their estate in Hampshire, digging up those antiquities. John glanced
down the length of hiswife's body, started imagining some erotic images himself, and lost what little interest he
had in taking her shopping.

"Y ou know, the more | think on it," he said, "the more | like the idea of going back to Tremore's museum. There's
probably nothing shown in those frescoes we haven't done anyway, In fact, if the room they'rein has alock on the
door, we could try some of—"

"All right, al right!" she cried, lifting her palms toward him as if to stop any more of hiswords. "We shall go to
Bond Street, for heaven's sake!"

She turned away and strode out of the drawing room, her pale yellow silk skirt and lacy petticoats churning up
behind her heels with the force of her strides.
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"But I've changed my mind," he called after her, laughing. "I want to go to back to the museum with you and look
at the naughty frescoes."

"Not achancel" she shot back over her shoulder as she |eft the room. She returned a few minutes later, a straw
bonnet trimmed in purple and yellow pansies on her head and an embroidered reticule in her gloved hand. Pausing
in the doorway, she said, "Well, come along then,” and vanished, starting toward the stairs without waiting for him.

It was only a distance of two blocks from Grosvenor Square to Bond Street. Since she had expressed no preference
and it was such afine day, he suggested they walk. She agreed, but when he offered her his arm, she did not take it,
and they walked toward Bond Street side by side without touching. Two footmen followed a discreet distance
behind, ready to carry packages for them if necessary.

When they turned onto Bond Street, she paused, and he halted beside her. "What do you wish to buy?'she asked.

"I have no idea. Thisisyour territory, not mine. The only shops | frequent are boot makers and booksellers. And
occasional visitsto my tailor." He made a open-handed gesture to the street before them. "L ead the way."

She glanced around, thinking for a moment. " Perhaps Bell's would be a good place to start.”
"Bell's?"

"Drapers. | heard they have some very beautiful new velvets, and you need new draperiesin severa of the rooms.
The ones you have are a bit down-at-heel." She tapped one gloved finger against her lips, considering. "Although,
you might want to have some of the rooms repainted first. We'll have to see.”

A memory struck him and he began to laugh. "Remember when you started redecorating Hammond Park?' he
asked as they resumed walking. "Y ou painted the master chamber that deep red color, and you hated it once it was
done. | loved it and wanted to keep it like that. We had a huge row over it."

"And you won," she answered, pausing before the drapers shop, waiting as he opened the door. "Y ou usually did in
those days," she added over her shoulder as she walked through the door. "It's galling to think how many times|
gaveintoyou."

He followed her inside the crowded shop. "I don't know," he murmured beside her. "I rather liked having to sweet-
talk you into seeing things my way. If | recall, it always took quite a few kisses to persuade you to my side. That
was the fun part.”

"I wish you would stop bringing up things like that!"

She blushed again, making him laugh as he followed her to along counter where sample swaths of velvet were laid
out in piles. This season's most fashionable colors, no doubt. He halted dlightly behind her, looking over her
shoulder at the fabrics.

"Does it bother you when | mention how we used to kiss and make up?' he asked softly, so the ladies milling about
would not hear.
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She looked up at him in exasperation. "Must you hover beside me like a shadow?" she asked, and took a sideways
step away from him.

"Not going to answer that, | see." He circled the counter, moving to stand opposite her. "Y ou know, you are as
prickly as a chestnut today."

"I have five good reasons,” she shot back in awhisper. "No, six, if you count Elsie.”

He did not respond to that. Instead, he held up a swath of moss green velvet, knowing she was fond of that color.
"What about this?'

Violalooked at it, head tilted to one side. "It would be nice in your library," she said after a moment. "With those
butter-colored walls and all the leather books, it would look quite attractive. What do you think?'

"Doyou likeit?"

She looked down at the fabrics spread over the table. "It does not matter if | likeit."

"It mattersto me, Viola"

She did not reply. She stood with her head bent, rubbing velvet between her gloved fingers.
"Doyoulikeit?' he repeated.

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, sighed, looked at him. "Yes, yes, | likeit. All right?'
A small concession, but he'd take it. He grinned. "1 knew you would. That's why | picked it."

"How would you know | liked it?"

"You like green. | remembered. Rather good of me, don't you think?"

"Y ou needn't look so pleased with yourself." With that, she lapsed into silence, broken only by an occasional
inquiry as to his opinion about various fabrics.

They made their way along the counter, and she continued to speak in such impersonal termsit was asif he had
hired her to decorate his house. He wanted a smile, alaugh, akiss. Damn it all, he wanted to please her.

When he spied a swath of fabric in a color she loathed, that gave him an idea, and he grabbed the piece of velvet.
"I've changed my mind about having that green in the library,” he said. "I want thisinstead.”

She looked up, stared at the fabric in his hands, then looked at him asif he'd lost his mind. "What?'

John strove to seem serious. "Yes, | like this one much better than the green."
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"It'sorange," she said in horror.

He looked at it, pretended to think the matter over, then looked at her again, all wide-eyed innocence. "l like
orange. What's wrong with orange?’

"I hateit! It'san awful, lurid color."
"But, Viola, | likeit."
Her expression became downright mulish. "Our library is not going to have any orange!"

"At last!" he cried, and tossed the swath in the air, earning himself stares from the matrons around them and a
baffled look from her. "A victory at last."

She cast an uneasy glance around. "What are you talking about?"

He grinned at her, and he didn't give adamn if every lady in Mayfair wasin the shop. "You called it our library."
She jerked her chin, looked sideways. "I did not," she muttered.

"You did,” he said, "and you can't take it back."

She returned her gaze to his. "That was atrick, Hammond," she accused. "Y ou don't really want orange, do you?"

"Of course not. But it doesn't change the fact that you called it our library. Y ou know what that means?' He gave
her atriumphant look. "I get a point.”

"A point? What are you talking about?"'
“If | get enough points, | win."
"Points, indeed. Are we playing another game, then?"

"The same game. It's called 'Winning Viola

Despite her best efforts, atiny hint of a smile touched her mouth. "So | am to be the prize in this game as well as
your competitor?"

"WEell, yes. How many points do | need to win?"

She made a sound that might have been alaugh, but she pressed her fingersto her lips, smothering it at once. After
a second or two she lowered her hand and once again began sorting through the samples on the counter.

"How many, Viola?
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"Thousands and thousands."

"Not fair. Give me a number."

"All right." She paused, then said, "Eighteen thousand, seven hundred forty-two."

"It that all? Y ou are being far too easy on me. That means, of course, | get another point."
That made her look up again. "Whatever for?"

"If you really hated me as much as you keep saying you do, you'd have told me | needed amillion points at least.
See how this game works?"'

"Y ou are so outrageous!" She held up piece of fabric in a sort of beige color with gold leaves embroidered into it.
"What do you think of thisfor your music room?’

"What about thisinstead?' He held up a swath of lavender velvet, and though he once again tried to look serious,
thistime he couldn't quite manage it.

She smiled, wider thistime. "Lavender, John? Surely not for the music room. But it would be the perfect color for
your bedchamber."

He set down the sample and |eaned over the counter, closer to her. "Would it get you there?' he asked in alow
voice.

She didn't even hesitate. "No."

"Never mind, then," he said, and straightened. "I was willing to make the sacrifice, but it would bein vain, | see.
Given that, thereis only one useful purpose for velvet this color.”

"What purpose?'
"A coat for Sir George."

This time she did laugh, and his spirits lifted another notch. "That poor man," she said. "Y ou and Dylan truly have
itinfor him. Have the two of you been composing limericks about him again?’

"No, but we did come up with one for Lady Sarah Monforth. She is one of your dearest friends," he added dlyly,
"So I'm sure you want to hear it."

"I don't."

With a glance around to make certain no one was within earshot, he once again leaned over the counter. In alow
murmur he said, "There once was a lady named Sarah, with a heart as dry as the Sahara. Bedding her would be as
cold asthe sea, and talking to her like having malaria."
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She burst into laughter, forgetting for the moment that she was supposed to hate him. "That is one of the most
dreadful limericks | have ever heard," she told him, still laughing.

He laughed with her. "1 know, but | think | get at least ten points for it."
"Ten?1 shall give you two. It's so awful it doesn't deserve more."

"Of courseit's awful. Think of the subject. Be-sides, have you ever tried to rhyme anything with the name? It's
rough going. And having been forced to endure that lady's conversation at dinner more often than any man should
have to do, | feel malariawas a kind way of describing it. Accurate, too."

"Accurate? How so?"

"Around her, | always get this dazed, rather ill feeling. It comes of having to listen to someone whose mind is truly
empty of any brains at all."

She laughed again, and as he looked at her, at the gold highlights of her hair and the radiance of her smile, he
caught his breath. Eight years may have changed both of them, but one thing was still just the same. When Viola
smiled and laughed, it was like the sun coming out. He knew he was going to need more limericks.

Suddenly, all her laughter stopped and al that radiance went out of her face. The sun went behind a cloud, and it
was as if achill wind had just whispered through the shop. He turned to see what had brought that terrible look to
her face.

A pretty, brown-haired woman in a cherry-red hat was leaning over the counter in the center of the room, looking
at bolts of fabric and smiling as she talked with the other women surrounding her. She looked up and caught his
eye. When she gave him anod of recognition, a fleeting tenderness came into her face. He bowed in response, and
she looked away.

Lady Darwin.

A long time since he had last seen the baroness, he thought. Two years, at least, perhaps longer. She looked well,
and he was glad of it. Peggy had always been awarm, kind woman.

He watched her glance past him, and he turned back around just in time to see Viola vanish out the door of the
shop. He felt asinking feeling in his guts, fearing that any progress he had made toward wooing back his wife had
just disintegrated into ashes.

Chapter 9

Chapter Graphic
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John started across the draper's shop in pursuit of hiswife, but by the time he made it around the long counter, two
stout ladies carrying parcels had stepped into the doorway ahead of him, each of them insisting that the other lady
go first. He had to wait until they finally settled upon precedent as the proper order of departure, and it seemed an
eternity before he was able to exit the draper's shop. He stepped onto the sidewalk just in time to see hiswife
turning the corner onto Brook Street, walking as fast as she could. "Viola, wait!"

He raced after her, calling her name, oblivious to the stares of the people he passed, not caring that this was Mayfair
—proper, well-mannered Mayfair, where no one shouted and no one ever ran anywhere.

He caught up to her at the corner of Davies Street. "Where are you going?"

"Home.

He put a hand on her arm. " Grosvenor Square is not your home."

"It isnow." She jerked free of hishold and kept walking. "And it will be forever, if | have my way."

"Can wetalk about this?'

"You want to talk instead of leaving?' she shot back without looking at him. "That's a refreshing change for you,
but no. | don't want to talk because there is nothing to say. | don't want to see you. | don't want to spend time with
you. | don't want to pick fabrics for your library. | want you to go away and leave me be. Don't like having Bertram

asyour heir? That is your misfortune and no concern of mine!"

They reached the end of the block and started to cross Duke Street, but alorry was passing and he grabbed her to
keep her from stepping in front of it. "Careful, Viola, for God's sake!"

She waited until the lorry had passed, then pulled out of his hold again and started across, though this time she did
look where she was going. He stayed beside her until they reached the other side of the street, but when she turned
into the square, he stopped and watched her walk away, waiting to see if she would even look over her shoulder to
see if he was following. She did not.

He wondered if he should even bother to follow. He'd asked if they could talk, but as she had so accurately pointed
out, there was nothing to say.

He watched her cross the square toward Tremore's house, and he slammed hisfist into his palm with an oath of
frustration. Deuce take it, they had just started to get along.

Seeing Peggy Darwin was the worst thing that could have happened. He couldn't help wondering if this was going
to occur every time they were out together. If so, he hadn't a prayer.
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She il didn't look back to seeif he was following. Perhaps he should just let her go.
Of course you'll walk away. You always do.

Not this time. John strode across Grosvenor Square and entered the house just as she was reaching the top step of
the curving staircase. "Viola, wait."

She did not stop.
"Now who is the one walking away?' he shouted after her.

His words echoed back to him down the stairs, but there was no reply. Ignoring the curious stares of Tremore's
servants, he took the stairs two at atime, racing to catch up to her, though it wasn't until she turned down a corridor
on the second floor that he managed it. He got there just in time for her to slam the door in his face, but he grabbed
the handle and shoved it open before she could even think about locking it.

Thiswas Viola's bedchamber. Her maid, Celeste Harper, was in the room, laying out gowns on the bed. Harper,"
he said quietly, leave us.

"No, Celeste," Viola countermanded him, "stay right where you are."

John said nothing more, but the maid knew he didn't have to. The lord and master was the one who paid her wages.
She gave aquick bob of a curtsy to both of them and went scurrying out.

"How dare you follow me into my room this way and order my maid around!" Viola cried the moment the door
was closed. "Thisis not your house. Get out of here at once or I'll have Anthony throw you out."

"Hiding behind your brother's coattails won't solve anything."

"Get out. Go find yourself some welcoming feminine company.”

"I am not going to do this anymore. By God, I'm not! | am not going to be in a continual war with you and have
you throwing things in my teeth that | cannot change. Thereis nothing | can do about the past. Thereis nothing |

can say."

"What do you mean there is nothing you can say? Why not try something witty, something clever, something to
make me laugh and deflect from the unpleasant situation at hand. Isn't that what you always do?"

That cut him, deep, but he refused to let her see how much it hurt. "Oddly enough, my dear, | cannot think of a
single witty comment. It's beyond me just now to even try to make you laugh. | wishto hell | could. Thereis
nothing | can say about Peggy or Anne or Elsie or any other woman I've been with. Y ou are going to have to get
over it."

"Just forgive and forget? Is that it? How convenient for you."
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"Do you want me to tell you about Peggy so you have even more reason to despise me?' he asked, frustrated by the
futility of it al. "Do you?'

She did not answer.

"Some of the women I've bedded | haven't given a damn about,” he went on, goaded by her silence. "Like Anne
Pomeroy. She used me, | used her. Sordid, but thereit is. Peggy was different. Peggy and | came together with one
thing in common. The loneliness of our empty, meaningless, sensible marriages.”

Pain shimmered across her face, pain that hurt him, too, but he did not stop. "Peggy and | consoled each other.
Believe me, we both needed consolation.”

"Don't!" She clamped her hands over her ears. "'l do not want to hear this."

"Y ou must want to hear about it, since you keep bringing it up and hammering me with it. Peggy and | were lovers
for over ayear. She was a merry companion and a warm, loving woman. And both of us enjoyed it for exactly what
itwasfor aslong asit lasted.”

"It's bad enough | have to see your lovers everywhere. | don't have to stand here and listen to you talk about them."

Shetried to walk around him, but he stepped in front of her. "Why not? Would it really bother you?' He saw the
pain in her face and knew he was causing it, but he didn't stop. He pushed harder, feeling defensive, feeling cruel,
feeling— damn it all—quilty. "Do ice queens ever need anyone?"

She turned her face away. In profile he could see her lips quiver, presstogether in a hard, tight line.

"I could say that my affair with Peggy meant nothing, because that's what men always say to their wives, but in this
case, it would bealie.”

"Asif lying is so hard for you."

"It wasn't nothing. But it wasn't love, or anything close to it. It was two lonely people who had a fondness for each
other and needed the warmth of human contact.”

"Peggy Darwin was in love with you!"
"Nonsense."
"It's not nonsense. She was mad for you, and everybody knows it. Everybody but you."

She started to turn away, but he grabbed her by the shoulders. "It wasn't love, Viola. It was lust and someone to talk
to afterward, away to ease loneliness, and that's all it was."

She shook her head in disbelief but wouldn't look at him. He grabbed her chin and lifted her face, and he saw the
streak of atear. It fell onto his hand and burned his skin like acid.
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"Christ amighty!" He let go of her and backed up against the window, hating her for eight years of walls between
them, hating himself more for giving her so many reasons to build them. "What do you want from me? Devil take
it, woman, what do you want?"

"I don't want anything from you. It's you who wants something. Something | can't give you. It's gone, John, and
you cannot get it back. Some things just aren't reparable." With that, she turned and ran for the door.

"How many timesdo | haveto say it? | cannot do anything about the past.”

"Yes, you can." She halted in the doorway and whirled around. "Y ou can learn from it. | did. | learned never to
trust you again.”

With that, she was gone.

He leaned back against the window and stared at her bed in her brother's house, at the pale, magnolia-pink gown
that lay acrossit, and her laughter from earlier echoed through his mind. He'd decorate every house he owned with
pink wallpaper if it would make her laugh and smile. If it would do any good. But it wouldn't.

He turned his back on the bed and stared out the window, fighting the urge to smash his head through the glass.
"Damn," he mumbled, regret ting the harsh words he had spoken moments ago, cruel words, meant to hurt. "Damn,
damn, damn."

They had been down this road so many times before, where Violawas cold and he was angry, where she was hurt
and so was he, where she could not forgive and he said to hell with it. When he walked away and found a woman
who didn't judge him, didn't cut him into pieces, and didn't despise him. Perhaps she was right that some things
weren't reparable. No matter what he said or did or tried to do, it wouldn't be enough. He could take a vow of
celibacy and move to amonastery in Italy and it wouldn't be enough. Aslong as he was breathing, it would never
be enough. Not for Viola

A couple walking down below caught his attention, and he realized it was the Duke and Duchess of Tremore. They
were strolling side by side along the path at the edge of the oval park below, and Tremore himself was pushing a
pram in front of them. They were taking baby Nicholas for awalk. Beckham, the nanny, trotted along a few paces
behind.

John watched as they stopped beside a wrought-iron bench. The duchess lifted Nicholas from the pram, then she
sat down, standing the baby on her knees, her hands holding him around the waist. Her husband sat down beside
her, draping an arm across the back of the bench, behind hiswife.

They were like any couple fortunate enough to be happily married, laughing and talking and taking their baby son
for an outing in the park.

They were afamily.

Just then Viola emerged into view, crossing the thoroughfare in front of the house to join them. Her hat wasin her
hand, and her tawny hair shone like gold in the sun.

file://ICl/ Torrent%20Fil es/Books/Guhrke, %20L aura%20L ee%620-%20M arriage%20Bed%20(v1.0).html (82 of 178)7/26/2006 2:27:59 PM



Guhrke, LauraLee - Marriage Bed

She halted in front of the bench, tossed the hat onto the grass beside the bench, then reached out her hands to take
Nicholas from his mother. She lifted him high into the air above her head and spun in aslow circle, head thrown
back as she laughed up at the baby. Something as hard and painful as a physical blow hit John in the chest.

He tried to turn away but felt paralyzed. He flattened his palms against the glass panes on either side of his face and

stared at his wife holding a baby that was not his son, and he had never felt more helpless, more angry, or more
bereft in hislife. Maybe he should tell Viola, he thought. No doubt his pain would be a great comfort to her.

"My goodness, he's getting big!" Violalowered the baby from over her head and cradled him against her as she sat
down beside her sister-in-law on the bench. "I cannot hold him up that high for very long."

"He does love it when you do that, though."

Daphne reached for the child, but Viola turned away, keeping the baby out of his mother's reach.
"Let me hold him," she pleaded. "I haven't had a chance to hold him all day."

"But it'stimefor his nap."

"Just afew minutes." She hugged the baby tight against her shoulder, but he began to wriggle in her hold, so she
stood him on her lap, gripping his hands in hers. The baby's fingers curled tightly around her own, and a frown of
concentration puckered his forehead as he stood on her knees. " Steady as can be," she said, watching him. "He's
going to be walking any day."

"Heisvery close," Daphne agreed. "He pulls himself up, but every time he takes a step, he immediately falls back
down."

"He was doing that all morning." Anthony leaned around his wife on the bench to look at Viola and the baby.
"When he was in my study with me after breakfast, he kept grabbing onto the edge of an ottoman and hauling
himself up. Every time he fell down, he tried again. Stubborn fellow, my son."”

"That isno surprise,” Violasaid. "He—"

The clatter of wheels on the cobblestones interrupted her, and all three of them looked up from the bench as John's
carriage came to a halt in front of Anthony's house about twenty yards from where they sat.

Violawatched as John came out the front door and climbed into the open landau, a frown like thunder on his face,
and she was glad he did not glance in their direction.

"How fiercely Hammond is scowling,” Daphne murmured as the carriage jerked into motion. "Whatever can be
wrong with him?"

"Indigestion?" Anthony suggested, sounding hopeful.

"Anthony, really!" Daphne rebuked him. "That was a most unkind thing to say."

file://ICJ/ Torrent%20Fil es/Books/Guhrke, %20L aura%20L ee%620-%20M arriage%20Bed%20(v1.0).html (83 of 178)7/26/2006 2:27:59 PM



Guhrke, LauraLee - Marriage Bed

"I am the cause, | suspect,” Viola murmured, lifting Nicholasto rest his head on her shoulder as she watched the
landau roll away. It turned out of the square and vanished from view, and she wondered if John intended to spend
his evening seeking out another woman for consolation. If he found one appealing enough, he might stay away.
That thought should have brought hope, but somehow it did not. It only made a sick little knot form in the pit of her
stomach. She held the baby tighter.

"Did the two of you have a quarrel?' Daphne asked.
Violaturned her head to look at her sister-in-law. "Don't we always?"
Anthony gave a sharp sigh and rose to hisfeet. "If the pair of you are going to talk about Hammond, | shall leave."

"We are not going to do anything of the sort,” Viola assured him. "My husband is the last thing | want to discuss.
Stay."

Anthony shook his head. "No, really, | should be going. I am meeting Dewhurst at White's to discuss our proposed
revisions to the Reform Bill. | shall be back well in time to escort the pair of you to Monforth's rout this evening."

Violashook her head. "I am not going. | cannot abide Sarah Monforth. | shall claim the vapors and stay home."

"I have more reason to dislike Lady Sarah than you do," Daphne said, laughing. "Anthony almost married her
instead of me."

"A thought which still makes me shiver when | think on it,” Violasaid.
"Neither of you have cause to dislike Lady Sarah,” Anthony protested. "I didn't marry the woman after all."

"Dear brother, even that blessed fact is not enough to make me like her. Daphne, | say we should both stay home.
We could play piquet and get tipsy on madeira.”

"And leave Lady Sarah an open field to flirt with my handsome husband?' Daphne asked with mock severity.
"Never!"

"Asif it would matter." Anthony pressed a kiss to the top of hiswife's head. "I shall return by seven o'clock to
fetch you." He walked away, leaving the two women alone.

"Areyou realy going to abandon me to Lady Sarah and stay home?' Daphne asked.

"Yes. | intend to spend a quiet evening." She kissed the top ot her nephew's head. Nicholas shall keep me company.
Heis a better conversationalist than Lady Sarah."

Daphne laughed. "When you say things like that, | almost feel sorry for the woman. | am so glad you never took a
dislike to me!" Something past Viola's shoulder caught her attention, and she made a sound of dismay. "Oh, Viola,
there goes your bonnet!"
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Violaturned and saw that the spring breeze was sending her hat tumbling across the grass. She handed Nicholas
back to his mother and ran after it. She had to chase it for quite afew yards but was finally able to catch it by the
brim just before the wind whipped it out of her reach again.

Breathless, she returned to her seat beside Daphne.
"You'd best put it on," her sister-in-law advised, patting baby Nicholas on the back as Viola sat down beside her.

"I shan't!" Instead, she put the bonnet in her lap, wrapping the ties securely around her fist. "With thiswind, |
should have to use my hat pin, and that would surely give me a headache.”

"Y ou do loathe hats. Y ou are forever taking them off."
| remember how you'd always tear off your hat and toss it up in the air, laughing.

She had forgotten about that, about riding horses on the downs with John. She had forgotten so many things. The
blackberry jam. The way he kissed her neck. The way he used to trap her in corners and steal kisses from her. The
way he made her laugh. The hot desire in his eyes. How much he could hurt her.

"One of your blossomsistorn." Daphne shifted Nicholas to her other shoulder and reached over to touch the
shredded edge of one of the purple and yellow pansies that trimmed her bonnet. "I don't believe it can be mended.”

Viola stared down at the bouquet of silken blossoms. Violas. Her namesake flower. She'd had them in her wedding
bouquet. " Some things can never be mended," she whispered.

" Perhaps we should go shopping tomorrow So you can get a new one. Y ou can accompany me to Bell's while we
are out.”

Violas fingers clenched around the brim of her hat. "The drapers?
"I heard they had some fine velvets just now. | wanted to have alook at them."

The image of a pretty woman in ared hat laughing over bolts of velvet flashed through her mind. "They are not so
very fine."

"Have you seen them, then?'

"Hammond and | werein Bell's this afternoon.” She paused. "Lady Darwin was there. That was why John and |
guarreled. She was his mistress four years ago.

"He has no mistress now. He broke from Emma
Rawlins, and | heard she has gone to France."
"It doesn't matter, Daphne. He'll just find someone else. He always does. And then | will have to see her, and hear
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people talk about her, as | have al the others." Viola could feel Daphne's steady gaze on her, and she sighed. "It
should not have hurt to see Lady Darwin in Bell's today, but it did. The look on her face. She was in love with him
once. | know it. And | know sheisin the past, but it still hurts, Daphne. It hurts every time. With every woman. Y et
he expects me to begin living with him again as if none of that ever happened.”

Daphne was silent for along moment, patting Nicholas's back and staring dreamily into space through her gold-
rimmed spectacles. After amoment she returned her gaze to Viola and asked a wholly unexpected question.
"Would it be so very terrible living with Hammond again?"

Violastared at her sister-in-law, astonished. "After what he has done, how can you ask me that?"

"I know all about Lady Darwin, and Emma Rawlins, and all the other women, but would it be possible for you to
put that behind you? Can the two of you not make a fresh start? Begin anew?"

She didn't want afresh start. Or a new beginning. She did not want John. He wasn't worth the pain. "One cannot
have afresh start with aman who isaliar and a philanderer,” she said, trying to harden her heart again. "He has
proven himself unworthy of trust time and again.”

"Trust takes time, something you two have had little of, apparently, despite being married nearly nine years.
Perhaps time is what you need to find common ground and learn to live amicably."

Violastirred on the bench, feeling prickly and defensive. She tugged at the torn pansy, ripping it out of the
bouquet. "Hammond and | have no common ground and we never lived amicably, even when | still had romantic
stars in my eyes about him. We fought all the time."

When we weren't making love.

She made afist around the silk flower in her gloved hand, thinking of the topsy-turvy days when she and her
husband had lived together— the passionate quarrels and the equally passionate reconciliations. She did not want
to fight with Hammond, but she did not want to make up with him, either. And she most certainly did not want to
talk about him.

Daphne, however, seemed determined to have a conversation on the topic. "Both of you are older, wiser now than
you were then. Is there no way the two of you could just learn to get along?”

"Isthat what a marriage is?' she asked, looking at her sister-in-law. "Merely getting along?"’

Daphne's violet eyes were grave behind her spectacles. "Believe it or not, yes, most of the time. Not very romantic,
| suppose, but true."

Getting along with Hammond not only sounded unromantic. It sounded impossible. "Y ou are happily married. Y ou
don't understand.”

"I understand your pride, and you have good reason to mistrust him after what he did. But men have pride, too, a
great deal of it. Hammond more than most, | suspect. And he is certainly not one to wear his heart on his sleeve.”
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"He does not have a heart."
"I think he does. He hidesit well. Heis, in fact, agreat deal like me."
"What? That is nonsense!"

"Itistrue. You are very different from me, Viola, for you are openly affectionate and trusting toward every person
you meet. Until they give you areason not to be. Then you can be—pardon me for saying this—you can be as cold
aswinter in Scotland.”

That stung. It echoed John's description of her. She swallowed hard. "Y ou are saying | am unforgiving? That |
am... that | am some sort of ice queen?"

"I am saying your passions are very strong and long lasting. Y ou see thingsin very stark terms. Black or white.
Good or bad. Right or wrong. Friend or foe. Not everyoneislike you, dearest. | am not. | have the impression the
viscount is not. We are both more moderate, | think, than you. More temperate. We have just as much pride. We
simply expressit differently. Usually by hiding how we fedl."

"I cannot believe you compare yourself with him. Y ou are nothing like him! Y ou would never lie. Y ou would
never toy with someone's affections. Y ou would never be unfaithful to those who love you. Y ou would not walk
away from difficult situations. If you wronged and wounded another person, you would acknowledge it and regret
it and try to make up for it. I know Hammond better than you, and you don't know what you're saying."

Daphne put a hand on her shoulder. "Y ou loved him once. | know that much."

Tightness squeezed her chest, and she grimaced. "That, | believe, is common knowledge. That makesit all the
more mortifying to be played the fool, doesit not?"

The baby stirred in his mother's arms, and Daphne resumed stroking his back. "It must be hard on aman,” she said
thoughtfully, "to be despised by a woman who once loved and adored him so much, to watch her turn her back on
him. Turn him out of bed." She met Violas gaze over the sleeping baby's head, her cheeks pink. "The physical side
of... of... thingsis very important to aman, Viola. Even more important than it isto us. | think you already know
that."

She could not believe what she was hearing. "Are you taking Hammond's side?"
"I am not taking hisside. | am seeing his side.”

That her dearest friend in the world would take Hammond's part was too much to endure. "He has no side, she
flared, at least not ajustifiable one. He was a fortune-hunting scoundrel. He lied to me, he walked out on me, and
he has been with woman after woman after woman. And society blames me for all of it."

"Not all of it. Society hasits share of condemnation for him, too. | have heard the talk. There are many who deem
Hammond less than a man for not dragging you to bed and forcing an heir on you long ago. Having his masculinity
called into question would be a very hard thing for aman to endure, | should think. Hammond acts asif he doesn't
care what others say of him, but | imagine he coversalot of hisfeelings that way."
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Violarubbed the side of her neck with irritation, thinking of those passionate moments in the museum. "I don't see
why anyone would question his masculinity. With all the women he's had, he hardly needs to proveit."

"Isit so difficult to imagine why he turned to those other women?"
Peggy and | consoled each other, and believe me, we both needed consolation.
"You are being cruel, Daphne. Cruel to say thisis my fault!"

"I did not say any such thing," Daphne answered with her usual calm equanimity. "1 am merely speculating on
what a man like Hammond might have thought and felt during the past eight years. | do not know him well, and |
could be com pletely wrong about his character. Anthony would say | was, for to his mind, Hammond should be
hanged, drawn, and quartered for doing anything to hurt his baby sister. Y our brother worships the ground you
walk on, you know that."

"Anthony hates Hammond because Anthony is a very good judge of character. Better than | am, obvioudly."

"Redlly?' Daphne smiled. "Y ou are the one who looked at a plain, shy young woman with low connections and
thought she would be a much better wife for your brother than Lady Sarah Monforth. Anthony didn't ssemein a
favorablelight at all, if you remember."

"It did take him abit of time to come around to my way of thinking. But | was right about you."

"If you were right about me, then perhaps you are a better judge of character than you think. You fell in love with
Hammond, and even though you were young, | cannot believe you were ever afool. He must have had some good
gualities, and you must have sensed them in his character, or you would never have fallen in love with himin the

first place.”

"I fell in love with him when | knew nothing of his character." She shook her head impatiently. "It hardly matters
anyway. | am not in love with him now. That love is gone, and once love is gone, you cannot get it back."

"I did. | fell inlove with Anthony twice."

"Daphne, stop this. | do not want to bein love.

Not with Hammond. Not ever again. | don't want it, | tell you!"

Her raised voice woke the baby, who stirred and began to cry.

Violahad amost stupid desire to do the same. "All thistalk of loveis pointless,” she said in a more moderate tone.

"And what of the other purpose of marriage?' Daphne asked as she rocked the baby and tried to soothe him back to
sleep. "What about children, Viola? Do you not want children?”

file://ICl/ Torrent%20Fil es/Books/Guhrke, %20L aura%20L ee%620-%20M arriage%20Bed%20(v1.0).html (88 of 178)7/26/2006 2:27:59 PM



Guhrke, LauraLee - Marriage Bed

That question felt like aknife going in. She had long ago resigned herself to never having children of her own, had
come to accept it. "Society blames me for Hammond's lack of an heir. Do you blame me, too?"

"It isnot a question of blame, dearest. | smply asked if you want children.”

"Of course | did!" she cried, stung. "l aways wanted them. All my life, | had known what | wanted. | used to
dream of it—a wonderful husband to love who loved me, and we'd have awhole brood of children. When | married
John, | thought | was getting my dream come true." She choked and her eyes began to blur. "That waswhen | a
stupid, romantic girl."

"There is nothing stupid about wanting a husband and children to love. Y ou have the husband already. He wants
children, too. Viola, have you stopped to think that this might be your second chance to have your dream come
true?"

"With Hammond?' She shook her head. "No, Daphne, no. Even if | did ever develop some... some renewal of
affection for that man—which is highly doubtful—what difference would it make? He doesn't love me. He never
has and he never will, and | don't love him anymore, and | never will. And that's all thereisto that."

"If you say so."

"I do say so. Besides, even if love has nothing to do with it, even if marriage is all about getting along, Hammond
and | are doomed by that alone. Let's not talk of it anymore.”

Thankfully, Daphne let the matter drop, but in her own mind, Viola could not stop thinking about it.

She and Hammond would never be able to just get along. Because he still made her weak in the knees when he
kissed her neck or touched her cheek. Because if she gave him an inch, he'd always take a mile. Because if she let
herself believe in his smile and his laugh and that heated look in his eyes, she would be deceived again. If she let
him take her to bed, she would run the risk of falling in love with him again. All of that could only lead to one
conclusion. Her broken heart. Again.

Violastared at the pansiesin her hat. Wedding vows meant nothing to him. If she gave him what he wanted, he
would still leave her in the end. He desired her right now, she knew that, but she also knew that love and desire
were not the same thing. Hammond had desired many women. She was just one of many.

She lifted her fist and opened her hand. The bit of purple and yellow silk floated away on the spring breeze. When
unaccompanied by hislove, aman's desire was like the wind. It had no substance, and it was impossible to hold
onto. She would do well to remember that.

Chapter 10

Chapter Graphic
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The clash of swords and the curses of men were the prevailing sounds as John walked through the doors of
Angleo's. When it came to fencing, any man worthy of being called a Corinthian honed his skill with ablade at
Angleo's.

Dylan Moore was aready there when he arrived. The two men practiced together almost daily, but they had not
done so very much of late. John had been too preoccupied with trying to win over his wife to think about much else.

An entire week had gone by since they had seen Lady Darwin at Bell's. Since then, he had tried several timesto
talk to Viola, but she refused to see him. Today, her three-week reprieve was over, but when he went to fetch her,
he found her trunks were not packed, she had once again refused to see him, and her damnable brother told him to
leave. Unless he wanted to force the issue by legal means, he and Violawere at stalemate. He did not know what to
do.

He was feeling like a boiling kettle with the lid on. After leaving Grosvenor Square this afternoon, he had sent
Dylan a note asking to meet at Angleo's for sparring practice this evening, because he had finally reached his limit
and knew if he didn't et off some steam, he was going to explode.

His friend looked up as he entered the practice room. Already down to his shirtsleeves and ready to start, Dylan
slashed through the air with the foil in his hand. "Y ou ask me to meet you and then you arrive late.”

John didn't say it was because he was going out of his mind. He didn't say it was because he was preoccupied,
frustrated, baffled, and—worst of all—helpless.

He glared at Dylan as he tore off his coat, waistcoat, and cravat and tossed them to the boy standing by the door.
The servant then left the room, and John took his favorite foil down from the hook on the wall. "Y ou'd best watch
your step this evening,” he warned. "I'm in afoul mood and | intend to take it out on you." He slashed the blade
through the air. "Women are the very devil."

"Matrimonial troubles?' Moore asked, looking at him with sympathy.
"Y ou don't know the half of it."

The two men faced each other, stepped into positions en garde, crossed blades, and began. John lunged first, and
the blades of the two men clanged, echoing through the room.

"Gossip isflying all over town," Moore said, parrying the thrust. "I have heard that Lord and Lady Hammond may
be reconciling. Or it may be that they are not."

"Reconciling?' John pulled back, and immediately lunged twice more, forcing his opponent to retreat several steps
with the use of his blade. "I am inclined to doubt it myself. It takes two to reconcile.”

Once again Moore managed to parry, for the two men were equally matched, and John was soon the one retreating.
Within moments they were back to the center of the room.
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"Sitting together at Covent Garden,” Moore said as they circled each other, foils pointed. "Picnics and carriage
rides." He began to laugh. "Kissing your own wife in Hyde Park, Hammond? Taking her to museums? Going
shopping for draperies together? That sounds like reconciliation to me."

"It was more like atemporary lull between battles. Excellent show at Covent Garden," he said, trying to divert the
conversation. "Brilliant symphony. Best thing you've written in years, | thought."

"Thank you." Moore lunged, John parried, and the swords of the two men clanged together. "I did hear that Lady
Darwin went shopping last week, too. | take it the lull is over and the battle is raging?'

He might have known Moore wouldn't let it drop. The man delighted in needling his friends. "Is my marriage any
of your affair?' he asked as the two men began circling, gazes locked, each waiting for the other to make the next
move.

"No." Moore gave him amocking grin. "Couldn't pet her and soothe her and get her back with akiss or two, en?"
John refused to be provoked. "Apparently not," he answered lightly.

"Told you to go to the devil, did she?' Moore knew enough about women that an answer wasn't necessary, and he
didn't wait for one. "When you decided you needed a son and approached her with the notion, what did you think
would happen? Thought she'd see the necessity of it, did you? That she'd understand and do her duty?"

"Sod off."

M oore began to laugh, and there was a great deal of sardonic amusement in it. "Or perhaps you thought your wife
would just fall back into your bed after afew weeks of wooing because you are such alegendary lover?”

Moore's mockery on top of Viola's condemnations pushed John even closer to the edge of reason. "l don't have a
wifel" he said, and struck first. His opponent parried, and the two men paused again, blades pointed down, wrists
crossed. "l haven't had awife for eight and a half bloody years."

"No? If you don't have awife, who isthat lovely blond woman who goes about calling herself Lady Hammond?"
Moore pushed with hiswrist, forcing their blades in an arc toward the ceiling, then he ducked past John, turned so
their positions were reversed, and lunged with his blade.

Anticipating the move, John ducked sideways and evaded it. He stepped around his opponent and, by the time
Moore turned around, had him dead to rights. He planted the tip of hisfoil right against his friend's chest. "A hit,"
he declared, then turned and stalked away.

"Y ou know who | mean," Moore went on as he followed John to the center of the room. "Petite," he prompted as
the two men faced off. "Hazel eyes. Pretty mouth. | seem to remember seeing you marry awoman of that
description amost nine years ago."

"Two people living in separate houses and sleeping in separate beds is not amarriage." He lunged, striking Moore's
foil with hisown. "It'sajoke," he said, and lunged again. "It's been ajoke almost since the beginning, and
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everybody knowsiit."

Steel did against steel as Moore parried and spun away. When he turned, both men paused a few feet apart,
breathing hard, blades poised.

Moore looked him in the eye. "A joke, Hammond? | don't see you laughing. Seems the joke might be on you."

John did not reply. He feigned left and thrust right, thinking to catch the other man in the chest again, but his
opponent wasn't fooled. Moore sidestepped the move, and John's blade hit the wall. Before he could recover, the
other man came up underneath, and John was the one caught in theribs.

"Hit," Moore said. "Y ou are not concentrating.”
"Indeed? Y et | managed to get a hit on you moments ago."

The two men moved to en garde, crossed foils, and began again. For several minutes they were silent, the only
sound the clash and rasp of striking blades, but it didn't take long for Moore to start in on him again. "I have a
suggestion for you." He lunged and missed, then pulled back. "It might help you make peace with your wife."

"Y ou've been married for, what, seven entire months?* John countered as he wiped sweat from his brow with his
free hand. Now it was his turn to be mocking, and he laughed. "Wait at least that many years, then give me advice
on the subject of matrimony."

"I am serious, Hammond." He stepped back and pointed hisfoil toward the ceiling to stop their match. "Listen to
me, will you? Y ou know | do not usualy interfere in the affairs of my friends, but | have a suggestion for you. Y ou
won't like it, but it might help things along."

John heard the sincerity in Moore's voice, and it made him curious. "What suggestion?’
"Tell Violayou want to be friends."

That was absurd, and he showed what he thought of it by his sound of contempt. "I thought you said you were
being serious. Violaand | friends? What an ideal”

"l am in earnest. Become her friend."

"Good God, man," he said with a humorless laugh, "where have you been for the past eight and a half years? Viola
loathes me. Y ou are out of your head if you think she and | could ever be friends. In the nine years we've known
each other, she and | have been many things, but we have never been friends."

"All the more reason to give it atry, then. Besides, it worked for me. Grace and | were friends before we ever
became lovers."

"She was your mistress.”
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" After she became my friend."
"If that is so, it was not at your instigation. | know you, Moore. It had to be Grace's idea.”
"It was. | loathed it, | admit, but in the end it was the best thing that could have happened to me."

"Y ou were a courting couple. Violaand | are already married. The two are entirely different.” He made an
impatient gesture with hisfoil. "Come on. Let us get back to the match."”

"Why are they different? | am amarried man now, and | do not see adifference. Grace and | are still friends."

"Y ou and Grace don't fight like cats and dogs. She doesn't despise you." John moved to en garde position and
beckoned with his blade. "Are we going to fence or talk?"

"Violamight fall in love with you again. Isthat what you're afraid of 7' Moore mirrored John's stance and lifted his
blade to cross John's. "Or perhaps you're afraid you'll fall in love with her."

Those words caused something inside John to snap. "Love, love, love!" he shouted, his simmering emotions finally
erupting. "I am sick to death of that particular word!"

He struck hard and fast with his blade, using every bit of his skill to drive Moore back toward the wall. Thinking of
how many times Viola had thrown her love for him in his face, remembering how she had talked of his liaison with
Peggy Darwin aslove, he felt savage and resentful, and he took out his frustration on his opponent, attacking until
he finally caught a vulnerability and jabbed hisfoil against Moore's belly. "Hit."

The other man looked at him, clearly astonished by his vehemence. "I believe | struck anerve."

Breathing hard, John stepped back and lowered his blade. He turned away. "Love. People fling that word around all
the time, especially women, and what does it mean? When most people use the term, they mean simple, ordinary
lust. Or idedlistic infatuation. Sometimes both together. Is that love?"

"If you do not know the answer to that question already, | cannot answer it for you." Moore followed him to center.
"I know | found it."

"How?"' John demanded, facing him. "How did you find it? And when you found it, how did you know it was
genuine? Cupid fired his arrow and angels sang and you knew? Is that it?"

"How disdainfully you speak of love. | never realized just how deep your cynicism runs, Hammond. Y ou are more
contemptuous of love than | ever was, if that is possible.”

"I am not a cynic about love, nor am | contemptuous of it. | just—"
| just don't know what it is.

That realization froze him in place. He stared at his friend, looking through him asif he were not there. In his mind,
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he saw hiswife holding a baby in the air and laughing. That queer, empty feeling returned, the emptiness that had
been haunting him like a ghost for the past week. Emptiness inside himself that he had always pushed aside and
covered up, but had been there ever since he could remember.

"Hammond?' Moore's voice interrupted his thoughts. "Whatever is the matter?”
"What?' John blinked, staring at his friend, trying to think.
"Y ou're standing there, staring at me, looking dumbstruck. Are you unwell?"

"No," he answered, forcing himself to say something. "Perhaps. | don't know." He shook his head, trying to clear
his mind. "Let's end for today."

What was love, really?

He asked himself that question as the two men put away their blades, retrieved their coats, and left the fencing
gymnasium.

The beautiful May afternoon had turned into a cool, cloudy spring night. As he and Moore stood on the sidewalk
outside Angleo's waiting for their carriages, his friend spoke again, all mockery gone from his voice. "Hammond,
think about what | said. Suggest to Violathat the two of you become friends."

"And as | told you, she will never agree. She will probably laugh in my face."

"At least make the suggestion. It might help the two of you get along better if you could convince her to be friends.

John gave hisfriend awry, sidelong glance. "A man and awoman getting along out of bed leads to them getting
along in bed, isthat it?"

Moore grinned at him. "That depends on how good a friend you can be, now, doesn't it?"

Despite his black mood, Moore's sardonic wit was infectious, and John couldn't help alaugh at that as the other
man's landau pulled up in front of Angleo's, itstop up against the chance of rain. "Y ou really are adevil, you
know."

"Of course | am," Moore answered as he stepped into his carriage. "I may be married, but | still have a reputation to
maintain." His landau pulled away, and he left John standing on the sidewalk.

Dylan leaned back on the seat of his carriage, smiling to himself. A devil he was, indeed. He knew full well what
Hammond was feeling at this moment, and it was about to get worse. The viscount was just desperate enough to
give friendship with Violaatry. Poor fellow. Friendship with awoman you wanted to bed so desperately was hell
on earth.

Still, one usually had to go through hell to get to heaven. In the end, Hammond might get the son he wanted, but
more important, he might gain back aloving wife. Dylan knew the worth of that was beyond measure.
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He liked Hammond, had a great deal of affection for Viola, and hoped they took his suggestion to heart. They
might find themselves happily married for a change.

That thought made him want to laugh. Dylan Moore in the idealistic role of matchmaker. Who would have thought
it? He couldn't wait to get home and tell Grace.

* % %

The notion of friendship was not what was running through John's mind as he waited for his carriage. It was instead
the notion of love.

What was love? Poets wrote about it, people like Moore made music out of it, everyone was constantly falling in
love or talking about it or suffering for it, but what wasit?

He thought of Moore. Of al the men in the world, he would have picked Dylan as the one man who would never
marry. Y et, he had. He had married his mistress. John could not fathom what it was about Grace that had caused
England's most notorious rake to fall in love with her. She was a beautiful woman, certainly, and akind, loving sort
of person. But Moore was mad about her, crazy in love with her in away that was aimost frightening in its
intensity.

John's carriage pulled up to the curb. He started toward it, then stopped, and on impulse waved the vehicle away
and decided to walk home. It was along way, but he felt like walking. The evening was cool and the bracing air
felt good against his skin. He could always pick up a hansom cab if it started to rain.

There were different kinds of love, he supposed.

He thought of his sister, Kate, dredging up memories of when he was a small boy, vague memories of her hugs and
her laughter and the terrible hole inside him when she died. He had loved his sister. He knew that much.

He thought of Percy and Constance, friends he had always cared about, who always cared about him, friends whose
affection and trust were beyond question. He had spent alot of time not thinking about Percy, because when he did,
it hurt like an open wound. It hurt because he had loved his cousin like a brother. He loved Connie, too, with an
affection and respect he gave to very few, but had he ever been in love with her? He thought of her words to him at
Percy's funeral, and knew the answer had to be no. When she married his cousin instead of him, he had gone on a
seven day drinking binge, whored around for several months, and gotten over it. If that wasreal love, true love, did
a person recover so easily with such shallow methods? Surely not.

Ahead of him the sidewalk broadened into awider thoroughfare, and that sight brought him out of hisreverie. He
cameto a halt, and realized he was going the wrong way. He should have turned east at Brook Street, but instead
he'd turned west and now was staring straight at the imposing wrought-iron gates that surrounded the park at
Grosvenor Square.

Damn. Hadn't he had enough of this place? If he had any brains, he'd leave now, walk away, go find himself a
woman who would welcome him into her bed.
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But instead of turning around, John ventured forward into the square until he was at the park gates. He wrapped his
hands around the bars, staring between them at the place beside a wrought-iron bench where his wife had been
holding Nicholas aweek ago today.

He thought of his parents, who had never had any love, nor even affection, between them, and the irony of how his
marriage had turned out was not lost on him. The coldness of his mother and father toward one another was
something he remembered from his boyhood with vivid clarity, and despite all his efforts these last nine yearsto be
as unlike hisfather as possible, he had managed to make his marriage exactly the same loveless sham his father's
had been.

It began to rain, alight drizzle that dusted his coat and dampened his linen. The air was decidedly chtly now, and
he knew it was stupid to stand here. He should go back before the rain changed from alight drizzle into a
downpour and he got soaked.

He turned around, but instead of leaving, he leaned back against the iron bars and stared up at the lamplit drawing
room of Tremore House. A glint of gold hair passed the window. Violas hair.

He thought of the girl she had been nine years ago, the open, vulnerable, passionate girl who had adored himin a
way she had denned as love. He had wondered then, and he wondered now, how anyone could fall in lovein one
night, after two dances and a bit of conversation, without any knowledge of the other person. That couldn't be love
because it wasn't real. He hadn't trusted it then. He didn't trust it now.

He knew from the start he'd had a power over her, but to this day he did not understand it. He did not understand
her. Against the wishes of her brother, knowing he was stone broke, knowing he was irresponsible, knowing his
wild, ne€'er-do-well reputation, she had married him three months after meeting him, when no woman with sense
would have married him at al. Because she had loved him. He thought of Percy down on his knees in the mud
threatening suicide if Connie didn't marry him. All because he'd loved her.

John raked a hand through his wet hair and rubbed rain off hisface. What was it about love that made people lose
al their common sense?

He remained standing by the park for along time, lost in drizzle and mist, looking up at the windows of Tremore
House, and for the life of him, he could not find an answer.

Chapter 11

Chapter Graphic

Previous||Top||Next

Violawent to bed early. Anthony and Daphne had gone to a ball, but she had a headache and decided to stay home.
She took a warm bath, drank a cup of the cook's willow bark and peppermint tea, dressed in her nightclothes, and
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crawled into bed at nine o'clock. But though the tea soothed her head, falling asleep proved more difficult.
Accustomed to the late hours of the season, she could not fall asleep. After an hour of tossing and turning, she gave
up and went downstairsin search of Quimby. She told the butler she would be in the library and asked him to have
adish of ordinary tea prepared for her and sent up.

She then went to the library, accompanied by a footman who made up afire for her against the damp chill in the
air. Histask done, the footman departed, and Viola took a book from one of the shelves. She curled up in a corner
of the settee, thinking to read until she got sleepy.

But she had no chance to get sleepy. The steam had not even cooled on her tea, and she was only on page two of a
Dumas novel, before a voice interrupted her. "Hullo, Viola."

Startled, she looked up to find John in the doorway. She snapped her book shut and jumped to her feet. "What are
you doing here?'

"Getting warm and dry." He leaned one shoulder against the doorjamb, and as she watched him, she realized how
disheveled he looked. He was not in evening clothes. He was still dressed in a morning suit. It was rumpled and
damp from the light rain outside. His hair curled at his collar the way it always did in damp weather, and his linen
was limp. He had not even shaved. The shadow of beard on his face was something she hadn't seen for years. Not
since the days when they had slept together and she woke every morning to the raspy feel of his cheek against her
shoulder.

She had spent all week avoiding him, and now, just at the moment she let her guard down, here he was. She knew
she ought to tell him to leave, but instead she just looked at him, remembering the burn of beard stubble on her
shoulder when he used to kiss her awake.

He might have come to get warm, but she was beginning to feel the heat, and it had nothing to do with the firein
the grate. She brushed back atendril of hair that had come loose from her braid and curled her toes into the lush
softness of the carpet beneath her bare feet, keenly aware of her own state of dishabille. "Quimby should have
announced you."

"Don't be cross with Quimby. He is a most excellent butler. He tried to tell me you were not at home, but | knew
that wasn't true. Since your brother isn't here to prevent it, | pulled rank on the butler and came upstairs anyway.
Terribly rude of me, but thereitis."

"How did you know | was home?"

"Because I've been down by the park for the past two hours. | saw you in the drawing room earlier, just asit was
getting dark, before the maids drew the curtains.”

"Two hours!" Violastared at him in astonishment. "By the park, in this weather? Whatever for?"'

"Can't you guess?' He straightened away from the door and came into the library, but stopped some distance from
where she stood. "I was working up the nerve to come and say let's make up."

He wanted to make up. She knew what that meant. He looked sorry. She knew that meant nothing. Before she
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could speak, he did.

"When we quarreled, you said you don't trust me, and you have every right. | just—" He drew a deep breath and let
it out lowly, asif trying to think of what to say next. "l just wanted to see you."

"That's what you came up here to say?"'

"Yes." Hesmiled alittle. "Very tame, | know, especialy after spending two hoursin the rain working onit, but |
was getting cold."

That warmth began spreading through her like warm honey, and she tried to remind herself it was al just words.
He could say anything and make it sound like God's truth. How could she ever believe anything he said? She
wanted to believe it, though. She did.

The seconds ticked by. The clock struck half past ten.
He stirred. "I'll go," he said, and backed up a step. "I can see you wanted to go to bed early."
"Y ou don't haveto leave."

What was she saying? But the words were out of her mouth now. She could not take them back, and she tried at
once to qualify them. "I mean... you are cold and ought to get warm first. If you don't, you could catch a chill,
and... and... that would be bad." Her voice trailed off.

John turned back around. "Do you want me to stay?"

She looked down, acutely self-conscious. She did, God help her. "Yes." She looked up and saw him smile. "For a
while," she amended at once.

His smile got wider, the wretched man.
She sat down on the settee. "I thought we might talk about things."

The smile vanished, and he groaned, lifting his gaze heavenward. "Lord help me. First standing out in therain, and
then talking about things." He gave a sigh and pulled off hiswet coat. "I don't suppose those things will be easy
things? Irish politics, for instance? Or how to lessen poverty within the British Empire? Or what the ramifications
would be of repealing the Corn Laws?"

How did he manage it? He could always find a way to make her smile. She sat down on the settee, and after
draping his coat onto the back of a chair by the fire, he sat down beside her. "What do you want to talk about?' he
asked.

She thought amoment. "I don't quite know," she said with alittle laugh that sounded just as nervous as she
suddenly felt. "I always thought if we ever sat down and talked, 1'd have plenty to say, but now | am at rather a
loss."
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"We used to find many thingsto talk about."

"And argue about."

"True enough." He shot her awry look. "That hasn't changed, in case you hadn't noticed."

"I noticed." She paused, then said, "We have been married almost nine years, and yet, | do not know you, John, not
really. In many ways | do not understand you. | don't believe | ever did. During our courtship and the early days of
our marriage, | was always open with you. | told you so many things about myself, my family, and the things |

want and like and what | think. But whenever |

asked you things about yourself—what your childhood was like, or how you felt about—oh, | don't know—
anything personal, you would always make some offhand joke and change the subject.”

"And?’

"Y ou may be my husband, but you are a stranger to me. | fedl asif we should remedy that but | do not know how.
If | ask you things, will you tell me?”

"About my childhood? It was a nightmare. Enough said. Believe me, you don't want to hear it, and | certainly
cannot bear to talk of it. And anyway, isn't it more to the point to be talking about us?’

“If | ask you anything about us and you don't wish to discuss it, you will divert the conversation."

He didn't speak for amoment, then said, "No, | won't. Ask your questions. Fire away." He leaned back against the
sofa and turned his head to look at her. "Be warned. | cannot guarantee you will like my answers, but they will be
honest ones. Fair enough?’

Faced with exactly what she had asked for, Viola thought a moment, wondering just how blunt her questions
should be. But he'd said she could ask him anything, so she was going to take advantage of the opportunity. "Did
you love any of your mistresses? Any of them?”

"No."

"Did you love me, John?' She already knew the answer, but she had never heard him admit it. She wanted to hear
it from him. "When you asked me to marry you, and you told me you loved me, did you mean it?"

"I... " Herubbed a hand over his eyes and let out his breath on asigh. Then he lowered his hand and met her eyes.
"No."

Thereit was. The stark and brutal truth. He did not try to explain his actions or justify them. This was the answer
she had expected, a confirmation of what she had known for over eight years, but even now it had the power to hurt
her. Still, better an honest, hurtful answer than alie. She'd had enough of those.

"Do you—" She hesitated. Asking him questions was so much harder than she had thought it would be. She sucked
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in a deep breath and tried again. "Do you have any children by any of the women you've had?"
"No."
"Areyou sure?"

"Yes. There are waysto prevent... there are sheaths a man can use. They don't always work, but—" He broke off
and stirred beside her, uncomfortable. "God, Viola, do not ask me to discuss things like that with you. | cannot do
it."

"Many people say Peggy Darwin's youngest son is yours, even though Darwin claimed him."

John moved closer to her. "No, Viola, no. | told you, heis not mine. | know that rumor has been flying around for
years, but it is not true."

"Because of these... sheaths that don't always work?"

"And because | can do arithmetic. Peggy and | broke off our liaison ayear before William was born, and no child
takes twelve months to come out of the womb. No woman has ever come to me with word of a child by me."

Even though she knew he could be lying, she believed him. She chose to believe him, and with that choice came a
profound sense of relief.

"May | ask aquestion?' He paused, then said, "Y ou loved me. Why?"

Taken aback, not only by the question but also by the sudden intensity in his voice as he asked it, she stared at him.
"Why did | love you?"

"Y es, why? | mean, you didn't even know me. Even nowadays, as you said, we don't know each other. Y et, you tell
me that you loved me. That is something | find baffling, Viola. Why on earth did you ever fall in love with a bloke
like me?’

He was frowning, and there was something in his face, something that reminded her of a schoolboy who was
waiting for an explanation of a complicated mathematical problem. He was expecting an answer that made sense.
Shelifted her hand helplessly. "Heavens, | don't know. | suppose because you made it so easy. Whenever | was
with you, everything in the world was good and right, and | was happy. The sky was bluer and the grass was
greener—" She broke off, looked away. "That sounds silly, | know, but it'show | felt. | can't tell you why, but | did
love you." She swallowed painfully and looked at him. "I loved you more than my life."

He reached up one hand to touch her face, spreading his palm across her cheek, his fingertips stirring the hair at her
temple. "l never meant to hurt you, Viola. God, if you believe nothing else | ever say, believe that. When we
married, | hoped to be content. That's all one can really expect from life anyway. But that wasn't enough for you,
was it? Being content?’

She moved away from him. "If you've ever been in love, you shouldn't have to ask that question.” Struck by her
own words, she studied him at the other end of the settee, and the few feet she had just put between them seemed
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like miles. "Have you ever beenin love?'

He looked away. "No."

Perhaps he was incapable of loving anyone. She did not say it, but that unspoken conclusion hung in the air. She
turned, leaning back against the settee, and stared straight ahead. "Y ou've never been in love with me or any other
woman. Y ou certainly are not in love with me now. So give me one good reason why | should consider coming
back to you. Other than | am your wife and | have no choice and our society lives by certain rules.”

"All right." He began moving toward her, easing his way across the settee to her side. "Because | make you laugh.
Because when | kissyou, you get all soft and shivery, and | like that. | have awaysliked that." He put hisarm
around her, ignoring the way she stiffened. "Because whenever | touch you, everything in the world goes away,
and it is only the two of us. Because even when we are fighting, half of my mind istrying to figure out how to get
you out of your clothes. That is as honest an answer as| can give you."

She would not be beguiled by it. "Y ou never fedl these things, of course, with any of the other women you've had."
"It is not the same."

"How isit different?’

He made a sound that might have been alaugh. "Because no other woman in the world ever makes me so insane
that | want to smash my head through awindow."

"Not good enough.”
"Because you are my wife, | am your husband. Because | want children, Viola. | think you want them, too."
"What you mean is that you want an heir."

"No, that is not what | mean." He must have realized how unbelievable that sounded, given that was his whole
reason for trying to come back to her, and he amended his answer at once. "l mean, | need an heir, yes, but | want
children. Isn't that what marriage is for?"

"Because marriage is a sensible decision,” she said, a dreariness coming over her as she spoke.

"For me and for most of the people we know. Not everyone looks at marriage the way you do, Viola. It isn't always
about love. That is one of those rules that govern our lives."

He was right about that. She thought of the titled families they knew. Anthony and Daphne were an exception—for
most couples of their acquaintance, marriage was not about love. It was about alliance and securing heirs, then
going on to lead separate lives and have lovers of one's own choosing. She saw the future stretched out before her—
afuture that she had thought to avoid when she married John—a loveless marriage.

She could take lovers, she supposed, to ease the wretched loneliness, if she wanted them, but she could not imagine
being touched by any other man but John. Still, something prompted her to ask the question. "The rules apply to us,
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too, | suppose? | mean, | could be like Peggy Darwin and take alover of my own, if | wanted one."
"No, you could not!" The words came out of him with unexpected force, as explosive as gunshots in the room.
"But you could. In fact, you already have. That's hardly fair."

"Too bad." Turning, he looked at her, defying fairness. "My heir, Viola, no other man's. That's part of the rules,
too."

"But what about after that? Y ou go your way and | go mine? Then you can have as many lovers as you please, just
like before? The only difference being that | shall be free to do the same? Is that how it works, John? If | come
back to you, isthat how it will be for us, too?"

"I hope not."
"Without love, how else could it be?"

"To my way of thinking, that depends on you. Are you going to turn me out of bed? Because if you are, | will
eventually go get amistress. It isthat smple.”

"How convenient for you that the entire future of our marriage rests with me."
"Soit does."

She might have laughed at that, except there was nothing amusing about the situation. "And if | am afaithful wife,
will you be faithful to me in return?'

The defiance melted away, and sulkiness stole into his face like shadows. He folded his arms. "No man ever
answers a question like that."

"No? Why not?"
"If | say yes, you will not believe me. If | say no,

| ruin any chance of ever getting you into bed again. If | say | don't know, | am condemned for not giving a definite
answer. No matter what | say, it's the wrong thing, and | lose."

"Thisisnot agame! It isnot about winning and losing. | want—" She broke off, and amended her words. "No, |
deserve an honest answer to my question. If I came back to you, and | were afaithful wife who gave you children,
would you be afaithful husband to me?"

"] don't know."

She shook her head, staring at him in disbelief. "Y ou don't know? What sort of answer isthat?"
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"An honest one! | told you, that is a no-win question for aman. No matter what | answered, it wouldn't satisfy you.
Would | do my best to be afaithful husband? Y es. Would | succeed? Again, that depends on you. Can you be a
good wife to me? Can you be aloving, affectionate companion? Can | rely on you not to dissolve into tears and
shut your bedroom door to me? Can | rely on you not to turn into the unforgiving ice queen when things don't go
your way?'

That hurt. She bit her lip, looking at the resentment in his face, resentment directed at her when she did not deserve
it. "That isacruel thing to say."

"Y ou wanted the truth."”

"For heaven's sake!l" She jumped to her feet, truly angry now. "You talk asif | am being unrea sonable. It is not
unreasonable for awoman to expect her husband to be faithful!"

He also stood up. "Nor isit unreasonable for a man to expect his wife to make fidelity worth hiswhile!"

The sound of sobbing from the other side of the closed door interrupted any reply she might have made. Both of
them turned as the door opened and Beckham came in, awailing Nicholas in her arms and a distraught look on her
face.

"Forgive me, my lord," the nanny said to John with a quick curtsy.

Violawas rather relieved by the interruption. She was beginning to understand what he meant about how she might
not like his honest answersto her questions. "What isit, Beckham?"

"So sorry, my lady, but | am looking for Mr. Poppin."
"Oh, dear." Shelooked at Nicholas. "Poppin's gone missing, has he?"

"I am afraid so," Beckham answered. "l know the baby was in here with her grace earlier thisevening, so | was
hoping they had left Poppin in here."

Violatook a glance around the library. "I don't see him."
"Who is Mr. Poppin?' John asked over the child's sobs.
"Hisfavorite toy, my lord," the nanny explained, and returned her attention to Viola. "l

can't think how | tucked him in without noticing it was missing, but | must have done. He fell asleep without it, he
was so tired. But then something woke him, and he must have discovered the toy wasn't there, because he just
started crying hislittle heart out. | don't believe he's going back to sleep without Mr. Poppin.”

Violalooked at the baby, who was sobbing asif the end of the world were at hand. "What's wrong, Nicky?' she
crooned, and reached for him. She pressed kisses to his wet face. "Poppin playing hide-and-seek with you again?"
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Nicholas would not be soothed by afew little kisses. He wailed louder, and Violalooked at Beckham with asigh.
"We are going to have to find that toy."

"It seems so, my lady."

She started to hand the baby back to the nanny, but John's voice stopped her. "May |—" He broke off, clasped his
hands behind his back, and looked away. "Never mind."

Violalooked up at him, studying his profile. There was no anger in his face now. He looked grave and
uncomfortable. Almost embarrassed. She could not remember John ever |ooking embarrassed, and she could not
help being curious. "What were you going to ask?"

She watched as he shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He did not look at her, though he did cast an
uneasy glance at the nanny before re-turning his attention to the baby. "I only wondered if | might hold him," he
muttered, "but then | realized it sounded too silly for words."

"Y ou want to hold Nicholas?' she asked in astonishment, uncertain she had heard him right. Men never wanted to
hold babies, especially not those who were wailing at the top of their lungs. But he gave a quick, jerky nod, and she
realized he meant it.

"Itisn't silly at all," she said, and stepped closer to her husband. "Here."

She started to hand Nicholas over to him, but he did not reach out take the baby from her. "I don't know how to do
this," he said, looking suddenly panicky.

She settled Nicholas against her shoulder again to demonstrate. "Just like this. Y ou see?' After amoment he
nodded and she turned the baby around. Leaning closer to her husband, she handed the sobbing child over to him.

Hetook the baby in away that was tentative, uncertain. She could scarcely believe it. First embarrassment, then
uncertainty, from John, of all men. What an odd evening this was turning out to be. He pulled Nicholas against his

chest, the baby's bottom resting on his forearm, his hand against the baby's head, holding him in the exact position
she had.

At that moment, for the inexplicable reason known only to angels, Nicholas stopped crying.

In the sudden silence, Viola stared at her husband. He looked as if he were holding amiracle in his hands, and she
felt the world caving beneath her feet. Arguments and unfair words and expectations dissolved away, and a queer,

piercing, painful joy hit her in the chest. She could not move, and she hoped it wasn't Cupid who had just fired that
arrow into her heart.

"Blessusall," murmured Beckham. "Y ou've a way with babies, my lord."

John pulled back abit to look into the face of the child in hisarms. "Deuce take you," he said, laughing as if
amazed.

The baby stared at him, afrown of puzzlement puckering his brow, asif uncertain what to do in the arms of this
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stranger. Then, his face still streaked with tears, he smiled and said something unintelligible that sounded
suspiciously like a coo of affection.

John pressed his forehead to that of the baby. "If people find out about this, | shall take no end of ribbing at the
club. We'd best keep this between ourselves, old chap.”

The baby gurgled in reply, and Violawatched as he lifted one hand to bat at her husband's cheek. John turned his
head, blowing air into the baby's palm, making him laugh, seeming to charm Nicholas without any effort at all.
Even babies were not immune.

He bounced the child, settling him more firmly in the crook of his arm, appearing much more comfortable with
holding him now than he had a few moments before. "What a handsome fellow you are when you're not crying.
Y ou have your mother's eyes, | see. No lady's heart shall be safe twenty years from now."

The baby stirred and pressed a hand against John's chest, burying hisfingersin limp linen ruffles and cravat silk.
He made a distressed sound and looked about him, wriggling.

"Not interested in being the heartbreaker of the ton, en?' John said. "'l cannot say | blame you. Women were
designed to turn men's entire lives into chaos at every possible opportunity. Best to steer clear aslong as you can."

"That isaterrible thing to say!" Viola protested. "Nicholas, don't listen to him."

"Hewon't," John told her. "We men never steer clear. That would be like compass needles not pointing true north.
It'sjust not possible.”

The baby pushed against John's chest with both hands. "Pop," he said. "Pop-pop."

"Yes, | know," he said with a nod of complete understanding. " Thank you for reminding me of the important
business at hand." He began walking around the drawing room, the baby in his arms, making a great show of
looking for Mr. Poppin. As he peered behind the pianoforte, under tables, and between chairs, he continued talking
to his nephew in worldly-wise accents. "The devil of it, my boy, isthat women are more important to us than
anything else, and they know it. Not that any of the fair sex would ever use this fact against us, mind you."

He bent at the knees with the baby in his arms, looking under around rosewood table. "But it's important for a
fellow to keep hiswits about him."

He straightened and paused to look at his nephew. "Be especially careful of the no-win question,” he advised the
baby, who was staring back at him in grave fascination. "They will get under your skin with that one every time.
Mark my words."

Violalet out her breath in a huff, but John paid no heed. "Of course, in such circumstances,”" he went on as he
started in her direction, "we often do the worst possible thing—retaliate and say something hurtful." He paused
close to where she stood, and met her gaze. "We always regret it afterward and feel like dogs."

He resumed his search, walking past her without another word.
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She had just gotten an apology. In al the fights they'd had in the nine years they had known each other, John had
never given her an apology for anything before. Had never come close. It was still just words, but words that he
had never said to her before.

Stunned, she turned around, watching as he cir cled to the other side of the settee, where he gave a cry of triumph.

"Ah, here we are!" One arm securely around Nicholas, he bent at the knees, going down behind the settee. He came
up with abrown, furry toy bear. "Mr. Poppin, | believe."

With a shout of delight, Nicholas wrapped one arm around the toy. He leaned against John's chest with a hiccup
and agratified sigh, and buried his face against John's neck. His free hand flailed in the air, then patted the man's
beard-roughened cheek and finally cameto rest in afist on the silk of his aubergine waistcoat.

Her heart constricted, and she turned her back because it hurt her eyes to look at them. She thought of what he
wanted from her and what he was not willing to give in return. Blinking, she stared down at the books scattered on
top of the writing desk. A baby was impossible. It had to be impossible. That dream was long gone.

"Well, well, thisis an amazing thing," John said.
She made a show of straightening the books into a pile and forced herself to speak. "What is amazing?'
"Thereis at least one member of the Tremore family who ison my side.”

She stiffened, trying to prop up her protective walls. "Don't get too conceited over it," she said, and steeled herself
as she turned around to look at him again. "I hate to tell you this, but Nicholas likes everyone."

"That may be so, but | am special. | rescued Mr. Poppin." He kissed the top of the baby's head. "Y our aunt doesn't
like me, Nicky," he murmured, "but | know she would listen to you. Put in aword for me, would you? There's a
good chap."

She gestured to Beckham to take the baby. The nanny walked over to John's side. He hesitated, reluctant, but Viola
could not bear the sight of him holding the baby any longer. "He ought to be put back to bed, Hammond. It's |ate."

"Of course." He handed the baby over to Beckham, who took the child and departed for the nursery. Nicholas was
either too exhausted or too happy at the return of Poppin to feel deprived of his uncle's charm. Not a single sob
echoed back to the drawing room from the other side of the closed door.

The silence was awkward and deafening.
He took a step toward her. "Viola—"
"It'svery late." Shetook a step back and ran into the writing desk behind her.

"It's not that late." He continued walking toward her with slow, deliberate steps, giving her plenty of time to evade
him. For some stupid reason, she didn't.
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He cameto ahalt in front of her. His lashes, thick and dark, lowered a fraction. He took the braid of her hair in his
hand, lifted it to his mouth and kissed it, breathing in deeply. "Violets."

She began to shake inside, and she curled her fingers around the edge of the writing desk behind her. She thought
of all theimpossible, romantic dreams of her girlhood, and reminded herself they were dead dreams now.

He moved the braid over her shoulder and let it fall down her back. Then he lifted both hands to her face. He ran
hisfingers along her cheekbones, lightly traced the sides of her nose, shaped the arch of each of her brows. He
pushed hisfingersinto the hair at her temples and cupped her cheeks, caressing her lips with histhumbs. He did it
all without looking into her eyes, keeping his gaze focused on his hands and her features as he touched them. There
was deliberation and intent in every move.

Caressing the mole at the edge of her lips with the pad of his thumb, he lowered his other hand to her waist and
bunched delicate muslin in hisfist. "I did come here for areason," he reminded her, and that was when he looked
into her eyes. "'l came to kiss and make up."

"You didn't say anything about the kissing part."
"Tricked you again." Hetilted her chin up and covered her mouth with his.

John'skiss, as potent now as it had been in the museum, as potent asit had always been, making it so easy to forget
that anything else in the world existed. John's hands, so sure, sliding to her hips, pulling her closer, hisfingers
spreading across her buttocks. John's mouth, coaxing hers to open.

One of her hands came away from the desk, lifted to his unshaven cheek and touched skin rough like sand. Her lips
parted. The strands of his hair were like damp, heavy silk in her fingers as she dlid her hand to the back of his head
and deepened the kiss.

His tongue met hers and his hands tightened on her hips, holding her imprisoned against the desk as he tasted her.
The kiss stung, burning where his beard stubble rubbed the skin around her mouth. Mornings with John, erotic
images that had taunted her for years, images she had finally thought forever buried, came raging back to taunt and
tease her now. Images of his hands touching her in the morning sunlight in a big mahogany bed at Hammond Park
ran through her mind, sending electrifying excitement pulsing through her body now, impelling her to press her
body closer to his. Her arm came up around his neck.

He made a rough sound against her mouth and broke the kiss. He leaned sideways and with a sweep of hisarm
cleared the desk, sending the stack of books toppling off the side and onto the floor. Then his hands cupped her
buttocks and he lifted her to set her on the desk.

He reached for the sash wrapped around her waist, untying the bow with a hard, quick tug. He parted the edges and
pulled her dressing robe apart. His fingertips touched her breasts through her nightgown, brushing back and forth
over the hardened nipples. Pleasure rose within her, pleasure long forgotten, pleasure that made her gasp and shiver
with excitement. Her hand tightened in his hair and she pulled him closer, guiding his head down to her breast.

He laved thetip of her breast with his tongue, dampening the muslin. His hand came up to embrace her other
breast, his thumb and forefinger closing to tease her nipple through the thin fabric. Sharp sensation rose with each
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pull of his mouth and each roll of hisfingers as he suckled her and touched her and teased her through her
nightdress.

She cradled his head in her hands, trying to pull him even closer. She was lost in the hot, demanding urgency of his
hands and his mouth. It had been so long since she had felt John's hands on her, so long since she had felt thiswild,
sensual drive. She could hear the soft, hushed sounds that came from her own throat, sounds of desperate want and
aching need. She heard herself moan his name.

He straightened, moving one hand to the top of her nightdress. He began slipping pearl buttons free as he used his
other hand to yank the hem of the nightgown upward, above her knees. "God," he groaned against her throat, "how
I've missed this."

Missed what? Having a woman?

Those questions sprang into her mind, and with them came reality, as cold asice water washing over her. Good
lord, what was she doing?

She stiffened as his hand moved between her thighs, and she clamped her legs tightly together, putting a stop to
this madness before it went any further. "No, John," she gasped, seizing hiswrist. "No."

He went rigidly still, his hand wrapped around her inner thigh, his harsh breathing mingling with hers. "Viola." His
hand stirred against her hold, slid up her thigh an inch or two.

She pushed at hiswrist. "Let me go."
He hesitated, and it was that moment of reluctance that galvanized her. "Let go, let go, let go!"

Panicking, desperate, she sslammed her palm into his shoulder, shoving him. She twisted sideways, hurling herself
off the desk, stumbling over the hem of her robe in her haste to get away from him. "Out of my mind," she
muttered, shaking her head. "I must be out of my mind. What am I, a glutton for punishment?"

"Viola—"

The sound of his voice had her coming to a halt afew steps away from him. She whirled around, wrapping her robe
around her body to shield every part of it from hisview. "I cannot believe how easily | make afool of myself over

you and how often." She pressed her fingers to her forehead, once, twice, three times, wondering what happened to

the brainsinside. "l can be so, so stupid.”

He looked at her, still breathing hard, his face conveying adisbelief quite different from hers. He took a step
toward her, reached for her, tried to touch her.

She evaded him, moving farther out of reach. "l can't even blame you for it. That's the worst part. It'snot asif you
lied to me this time or anything. Y ou have admitted that you have never loved me. Y ou could not even promise to
be faithful to me. Y et thirty minutes later | was ready to lay my body down for you to take. Where on earth are my
brains? Where is my self-respect?
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"Self-respect?' He rubbed his hands over his face, gulping deep breaths of air. "God, woman, your self-respect isn't
the problem. Neither are your brains. It's your timing."

"Eight years without you, building my own life," she went on, ignoring him, lecturing herself, "and after only afew
outings with you and a couple of stolen kisses, | am behaving as wantonly as one of your bawds."

"Y ou are my wife!l Thereis nothing bawdy about wanting to make love with your husband. And you wanted to,
damn me if you didn't. Why did you stop?' He raked his hands through his hair and turned away with another oath.
"Hell,

Viola," he said over one shoulder, "sometimes | despair of ever understanding you."
"I would like you to leave."

He walked across the room, putting even more distance between them. His back to her, he straightened his clothing
while she straightened hers. Neither of them spoke. After afew moments he walked over to the chair where he had
left his coat earlier in the evening. He put it on. "The three weeks are up. | shall come for you tomorrow at noon.

Y ou'd better decide tonight which house you want to live in. If you don't, Tremore can expect a demand from the
House of Lords the day after."

She started to refuse, but when he turned around to face her, she closed her mouth and gave it up. There was
defiance in his face now, defiance of her wishes, challenge in the lift of his brows, pride in the grim, determined set
of hisjaw. She knew that countenance very well. Arguing was pointless.

"I gave you my word," he reminded her in a hard, tight voice, and added, "I want awilling mate, so you needn't
worry about having to lay your body down for me to take. Far be it from meto treat you like a bawd."

Bowing, he left her.

All very well for him to tell her not to worry. Worry wasn't realy her problem. It wasn't worry that gnawed at her.
It wasn't worry that made her insides twist with dread and made her want to board the next ship headed for France.

It was how the man who had hurt her so much, the man she ought to despise, could hold a crying baby in hisarms
and make him laugh. It was how he could still make her laugh, too, even after al he had done. It was how he could
make her melt into a puddle when he kissed her and how he could light her on fire when he touched her. She wasn't
afoolish girl anymore, but she still wanted that man. She could fall in love all over again with that man. It would
be s0, so easy. Easy to say yes and give him what he wanted, having nothing in return. Not even a promise he
would be faithful.

No, she wasn't worried. She was terrified.

Chapter 12
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It wasn't until the cold light of day that John's desire and anger simmered down to a point where his brain began to
work again and he could think clearly. And he had to think. He had to figure out what his next move should be.

He stared down into his plate and idly pushed kidneys and bacon around with his fork. If he'd been thinking at all
last night, which was doubtful, it had been about taking advantage of the blessed opportunity he'd been given as
quickly as possible. He probably should have gone more slowly— wooed, coaxed, eased her into her bedroom
upstairs. But he hadn't. And then he had compounded the problem by getting autocratic and reminding her that the
three weeks were up. If she didn't come with him today, he'd have to go to the House, for he could not back down.
Even then, when they were living together, he would still have to do some serious wooing to get her into bed.

He dropped his fork into his plate with an exasperated oath. No man should have to put up with this from his wife.
Most other men in his situation would drag her into the marriage bed and get on with it. But what other men would
do didn't help him. He wasn't that sort of fellow, never had been.

Christ. He wanted awilling wife. A passionate wife. Was that too much to ask?

She said she could not trust him. He hadn't pointed out that trust went both ways and so did the ability to inflict
hurt. He could have promised Violathat he would never go to any woman's bed but hers, but he wasn't going to
make that promise unless he could trust her not to spurn him when she was angry. He would not be the victim of
any woman's sexual blackmail, and that was what she had done to him, even if she could not seeit. How could they
ever get past that?

He thought of Dylan Moore's suggestion to him that he and Viola become friends. It seemed an insane idea, but
then, Moore was rather mad, always had been.

John sighed and sat back, looking at the little glass pots of jam on the table. Blackberry and apricot. Hammond
Park.

Those days had been shoved to the back of his mind long ago and had lingered there for years like other hazy, half-
forgotten dreams of hisyouth. Y et now they called to him, beckoning him back to atime when he had been
content, even happy. He'd made Viola happy, too. He was certain of it. There had to be away to bring all of that
back. He was no longer content to believe it had been lost forever.

Become friends.

John sat up straight in his chair, staring at the jam pots. Perhaps M oore was on to something. He and Viola had
been friends once. That was what they'd had back then, that summer in Scotland and that autumn in
Northumberland. They had been lovers, too, and fought and scrapped like lovers, but they had laughed and had fun,
and he'd been more pleased with his choice of awife than he could have ever imagined. Then it had all gone wrong.
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He wished—God, he wished—they could be like that again, and that he was having breakfast in bed with her right
now, kissing blackberry jam off her face. Just now that seemed a dismally remote possibility.

"The morning post, my lord."

Surprised, he looked up as Pershing set a stack of correspondence by his plate. It was usually John's secretary who
brought his letters. "Where's Stone today?* he asked the butler.

"Mr. Stone has the measles. Upon the advice of his brother-in-law, who is a physician, he has removed himself to
his sister's home in Clapham until he is no longer infectious to others. Mr. Stone said he bitterly regrets that he will
be unable to be of service to your lordship for the next ten days."

"Send him a note, and assure him | prefer an absent secretary to asick household. Tell him to stay in Clapham until
heisfully recovered."

"Yes, my lord." The butler withdrew.
John glanced through his letters, sorting them as he went.

Aninvitation to both Lord and Lady Hammond to dine at the home of Lady Snowden. The Countess of Snowden
was clearly more optimistic this morning about the state of his marriage than he was. A note from Tattersal's
confirming that the new mare he'd purchased two weeks earlier had been delivered to his estate in Northumberland.
He'd bought the horse for Viola. It was a spirited four-year-old thoroughbred with breathtaking speed, but given the
current state of things, he didn't think he'd be racing horses on the downs with his wife until this particular mare
was tottering into her grave. Since the note needed no reply, he tossed it into the fire that burned in the grate
nearby, and continued working his way through the stack of correspondence. A report from his steward on things at
Hammond Park. A bill from his tailor, and another from his boot maker, both for the costume he was wearing to
Violas charity ball, aball to which he had still not received an invitation from his wife. Another letter from Emma
Rawlins.

He paused over the folded, sealed square of delicately perfumed paper. He had to admire the lady's persistence.
How many letters was this now? A dozen, at least. The first few he had read— an apology for her possessiveness,
then areproof for his cool reply, then a scathing condemnation of hisinattention. After those, he had ignored the
rest, not bothering to read them or reply. He heard she had sold the cottage he'd given her and was living in France.
Hoping she remained there, he tossed her latest letter into the fire unopened.

Keeping only the report from his steward, which he could read in the carriage on his way to Grosvenor Square, and
the invitation, which he would ask Viola about before replying, he left the breakfast table. Instructing Pershing to
place the bills on Stone's desk for the secretary to pay when he returned, John went upstairs to bathe and shave.

As hisvalet assisted him with his morning routine, John tried to anticipate what Violas next move was likely to be.
Hiswife could be as unpredictable as the weather, but if he had to guess, he thought it most likely that she would
refuse to see him and force him to go to the House of Lordsto get her back. But when he arrived at Grosvenor
Square that afternoon, he found that she was not refusing to see him, nor agreeing to see him. Instead, she had left
town.
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"Where?' he asked, looking into the pretty, violet eyes of the Duchess of Tremore, who had been the one to impart
this news.

The duchess did not answer for a moment. In-stead, she stirred her tea, her head tilted in consideration as she
studied him from behind her gold-rimmed spectacles. "Before | decide to answer that, | would like to ask you a
guestion, Hammond."

"Certainly."
"If Violarefusesto returnto you, isit realy your intention to petition the House to force her back?'

He smiled alittle. "Duchess, | sometimes think even the House of Lords could not make my wife do what she does
not want to do," he said, trying to make light of it.

The duchess did not seem satisfied by that. Instead, she continued to look at him with all her placid equanimity. He
drew a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to think of how to answer her when he did not know what the
answer was. He gave his sister-in-law the most direct, honest reply he could. "I refuse to accept the possibility that
she will not return to me," he answered. "I reject it utterly and completely.”

"And how long will you reject it?"
He set hisjaw. "Until | make her see sense and rgject it, too."

"That may be along time." She tapped the tiny silver spoon against the side of her cup and set it on the rim of the
saucer beneath it.

He could not argue with that. Tight-lipped, he nodded. "Y es."

"Loveisnot the basis of your determination to win Viola back."

Was that an accusation? A condemnation?

Before he could decide, she took a sip of tea and spoke again. "Violais at Enderby."

The duchess's sudden capitulation surprised him, and though he tried not to show it, she noticed. "Y ou did not
expect that, did you?"

"No, Duchess. | did not."

"In instigating a search for your wife, you would have inquired at Enderby first, and the servants would have told
you she was there. They are paid by you, after all."

"Isthat the only reason you told me?"

Those pretty lavender-blue eyes widened. "What other reason could there be?"
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"There has to be one. Y ou risk your husband's wrath by even sitting down to tea with me."

"True." She did not seem worried about that, and he suspected that this serene and mild-mannered lady held the
duke's haughty heart in the palm of her hand. Such was the inexplicable nature of love. "If you hurt Violaagain,
Tremore will most likely challenge you to aduel. He would kill you quite cheerfully, believe me.”

"And you?' he asked, genuinely curious. "Do you share his animus for me?"
"No," shesaid. "l don't."
Heforced alaugh. "I cannot think why not."

"No?' There was compassion in her face as she looked at him, and that made him shift uncomfortably in his chair.
"I know how desperation feels, Hammond. Unlike my husband and my sister-in-law, | have been without money
and means, and it was the most terrifying moment of my life. | would have done anything—anything, mind you—
to rid myself of that terror. If fortune had not put the Duke of Tremore and a ship passage to England in my path, |
might easily have been forced to marry for money." She paused. "Or worse."

"I am glad that did not happen," he said, and meant it wholeheartedly.

"Y ou have another ally besides myself, you know." She smiled alittle. "My son has taken quite aliking to you, |
understand.”

He smiled back at her, remembering Nicolas and Mr. Poppin. "Heard about that, did you?'
"From Beckham."

"Heisafine boy, Duchess." As he said the words, John felt envy begin to burn hisinsides, the same envy that had
seared him while he stared out the window of this very room and watched the Tremore family walk in the park. His
smile faded and he turned his head away from the compassionate eyes of his sister-in-law. "A very fine boy."

"Thank you." She stood up. "l hope you are sincere in your desire for areal marriage and afamily, Hammond. If
not, God help you."

John rose as well. "Because your husband will challenge me to a duel ?*

"No," she answered at once. "Because | will save Anthony the trouble and fire a pistol shot into you myself. For
blind stupidity, if nothing else.”

"I believe you mean that," he murmured, noting the sudden hardness in her face.
"I do mean it." She held out her hand to him.

"Then you may put your mind at ease, Duchess," he said, and bent over her hand to kissit. Straightening, he went
on, "Because | am sincere. Obstinate as well, | grant you. Cynical, certainly. A bad husband, perhaps. But also
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sincere."
"I hope so, for your sake and for Violas."

He departed, not knowing quite why he had the duchess's good opinion, but grateful for it. He went home to
Bloomsbury Square, but made no move to pack for Enderby.

He was not about to take anything for granted. Viola had clearly decided not to fight alegal battle with him, but
she was not ready to give in. The night before in Tremore's library made that perfectly clear. In light of that, he
knew his best move was to give hiswife a bit of room to breathe. His absence, he thought wryly, might make her
heart grow fonder—for a change.

John allowed aweek to pass. Then, accompanied by his valet and a pair of footmen, he went to Enderby, arriving
there an hour before dinner. His arrival caused a bit of fluster, for the master of En-derby hadn't put in an
appearance on this estate in years and had sent no word ahead that he would be arriving. He inquired of
Hawthorne, Enderby's current butler, where Viola might be.

"I believe Lady Hammond is taking a nap, my lord. Shall I show you to the drawing room while | inquire?'
"Expect meto sit like avisitor and cool my heels in my drawing room, Hawthorne?' he asked softly, smiling.
The butler flushed a deep red, pained by hisinadvertent blunder. "No, my lord," he said stiffly.

"Good." John saw no need to embarrass the fellow further. "Have my things sent up to my room, will you? And
show my valet, Stephens, the way of things here at Enderby. Introduce him about, show him the laundry rooms,

give him the meal times and such. Y ou know what to do, of course."

Looking profoundly relieved not to be dressed down by a master he had never met, Hawthorne nodded. "Y es, my
lord."

John turned away and started up the wide, curving staircase, one hand on the wrought-iron rail. Though Enderby
was one of his estates, it had become Viola's primary residence over the years, and since their compl ete separation
two years before, her only residence. He spent most of the year at Hammond Park, and he couldn't remember the
last time he'd been here—four years at least. But he'd spent alot of his childhood here, and after

Cambridge, this had been his home up until his father's death. He remembered exactly where the bedchambers
were.

Violahad done a great deal to the house, he noticed as he mounted the stairs. It was as feminine as a house could
be, all pastels and flowers. His father would turn in his grave if he knew, John thought, and he tried to take some
comfort in that.

He stopped at the door of Viola's room, opened it, then stepped inside without making a sound. He saw that she
was indeed taking a nap. He came into the room and shut the door behind him.

The sound caused her to stir, and she made a murmur in her sleep but did not waken. She turned onto her side,
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facing him, and loose tendrils of hair fell over her face. She looked all tawny and golden, like a sleepy lioness.
He gave a cough, and she stirred again. Slowly, she opened her eyes.

"Comfortable?' he asked.

"You!" She was off the bed in an instant, fully awake.

He reminded himself that he'd pushed her too hard too fast that night a week ago. A light, offhand approach was
best. "I was going to curl up with you and kiss you awake, but you woke up too soon." He shook his head in
disappointment. "A devilishly good plan spoiled.”

Her eyes narrowed. If she were alioness, he'd have claw marks. Asit was, she settled for afierce scowl. "What are
you doing here?'

He tried to look apologetic. "It is my house."
That did not seem to cut any ice with Viola. She pointed to the door behind him. "Get out of my room."

He did the opposite. Stepping away from the closed door, he looked about him, pretending a great deal of interest
in the furnishings. "Is this your room? Oh, but what am | thinking? It's been painted pink. Of course it's your room."

He started across to the door leading into his own bedchamber, then stopped and looked at her. "Y ou did not paint
my room pink, did you?"

"I wish | had thought of it."

John let out his breath on asigh of relief that was only half feigned. "Enjoy your nap, darling. | shall see you at
dinner. Are we keeping country hours or town hours? Never mind, | shall inquire of Hawthorne. Would you like to
play chess after dessert, or would you prefer piquet?

She began shaking her head. "Oh, no. Oh, no. Y ou are not staying."

He pretended to be puzzled. "Did you want to return to town and stay at Bloomsbury Square? Personally, I'd rather
we stay here for the remainder of the season. So much less gossip.”

She put her face in her hands. "God hates me. He must, to set you upon me in this manner."

He made a sound of mock distress as he opened the door to his own room. "Y ou make me sound like the plagues of
Egypt."

Shelifted her head. "How apt a description of you!" she cried as she followed him and started pushing him through
the doorway. "I could not have chosen better. Will you please leave?'

Deciding not to push his luck, he allowed her to propel him through the doorway. "I'm going," he said, and turned
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around to look at her. "What did you choose for dinner? Nothing too awful, | hope."

She smiled sweetly. "Hemlock."

"Ah, my favorite."

The door slammed in hisface. He lingered there, waiting.

After amoment he heard what he'd been waiting for on the other side of the closed door. "Insufferable man!”

With a chuckle, he pulled the bell for Stephens and began to change for dinner.

Chapter 13
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Sure John would follow her to Enderby, Viola had spent the first few days here on tenterhooks, looking out the
front windows of the villaevery few minutes, fully expecting to see his carriage. But after aweek had passed with
no sign of him, she had come to think perhaps he had finally given up on reconciling, and that was when the
unthinkable had happened.

She began to miss him.

Especially at night, sitting by the fire as she remembered those passionate moments in the library at Grosvenor
Square. She'd even begun to dream about him, about his kiss and his touch, an aggravating development, and one
that if he ever learned of it, would be excessively mortifying.

At dinner that evening she kept her head lowered, studying him in quick, surreptitious glances as he sat at the head
of the long dining table. Odd to see him there. Odd to have him in this house she had come to regard as her own.
But it wasn't hers, of course. As he had reminded her earlier, it was his. And he was the master of it.

What do you want, Viola?

His question echoed through her mind. A few weeks ago her answer had been simple and succinct: go away. Now,
she didn't know what the answer should be. Her reprieve was at an end, but that wasn't what kept her silent while
he tried to make conversation. It was her own confusion. And frustration. He couldn't even make her the simple
promise of fidelity. She was angry with herself because she knew if he made that promise, she was prepared to
believe it, and that probably made her twice afool. Thinking of that evening in the library made her feel more
muddled than ever.
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And scared. She didn't want to be hurt. She didn't want to believe him, find happiness with him again, only to sit
across ateatable from yet another one of his mistresses next season.

What do you want, Viola?

She still wanted what she had always wanted: love and devotion and children. John was only prepared to give her
one of those. That was not enough, and she could not understand why he thought her expectation of fidelity
unreasonable. It wasn't unreasonable at al, damn him, especially when he demanded it of her.

Suddenly, John put his fork down with aclink. "Thisjust isn't going to work."
She looked up from her apple tart. "What isn't going to work?"

"Spending my meals talking to myself."

"I don't feel much like talking."

"I can see that. What's wrong, Viola?'

Her bite of apple tart was sawdust in her mouth and she took a swallow of water to wash it down. "Where—" She
broke off, cleared her throat, glanced at the servants hovering nearby, then back at her plate, unable to look at him.
"I understand Stephens had your bed made up."

"Did you have a different location in mind for me to sleep?’ he asked bluntly.

"John!" Her dreams of the past two days came rushing back with a vengeance and she blushed, casting a pointed
glance at Hawthorne and the two footmen, who were standing by the sideboard.

He looked at her down the long length of the dining table for several seconds. "Hawthorne?"
The butler stepped forward. "Y es, my lord?"
"Take the footmen and leave us. I'll call you if you're needed again.”

The butler bowed and withdrew, the footmen behind him. She watched them go in dismay. "We aren't finished
eating. Why did you dismiss them?"

"Because | wanted to talk without you using them as an excuse not to do so, of course."
"Y ou want to talk?" That sounded completely unbelievable. "Y ou?"

He leaned forward in his chair and took asip of wine. "I've been thinking about what you said the other night. You
said you don't want a cold sham of a marriage. The sort most people have, where we have a child or two, then go
our separate ways. That's what my parents had, and | don't want it that way, either. | think there is only one way to
prevent it. We have to become friends."
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"What?' This was becoming more astonishing by the moment.

He nodded. "Yes. It is clear that we have spent over eight years at cross purposes, with no real knowledge of each
other. You don't trust me, and | admit, you have good reason. | am suggesting the way to remedy that isfor usto
become friends."

"I have never heard anything more absurd," she scoffed. The idea of being friends with John sounded as likely as
pigs sprouting wings. "You and | friends? Where did you get such anotion?”'

"Dylan."
"Dylan?'

"Believeit or not, yes. He suggested it. He likes us both, he said, and he is getting a bit tired of the two of us being
so at odds. He would love to be able to invite both of usto dinner at the same time, so he's hoping we make peace.
He thinks if we become friends with each other, everything will work out between us.”

She couldn't help regarding that with skepti cism. "I never knew Dylan was such an optimistic fellow," she said
dryly.

"Heisafather now. He has to be optimistic.”
"Now that he is happily settled and is a father, he can't go on scandal ous escapades with you."
"It wouldn't matter, because | don't do that sort of thing anyway. Not anymore."

"Please don't try to tell me that you've seen the error of your ways and won't go slumming in Temple Bar any
longer, because | shan't believe you."

"I wouldn't say never, but | haven't doneit lately. | haven't wanted to for along time. Despite the urging of my
wilder friends, | have been spending most of my free nights at my club. In case you hadn't noticed, | am not much
of a subject for gossip this season."

That was true, but she couldn't help wondering how long it would last.

"It's odd," he went on, "but since Dylan got married, we have become closer friends. We used to be just
acquaintances who caroused the brothels together or sat at the same gaming table, but it is different thisyear. | do
occasionally go on awild spree of drinking with Lord Damon and Sir Robert, | admit, but it's Dylan | see the most
of."

"What do you and Dylan do if you don't visit the brothels and the gaming hells?' she asked, genuinely curious.
"Fence, mostly. We meet at Angleo's nearly every day."
"I envy you that," she confessed as she ate her last bite of apple tart and cream. "I always wanted to learn to fence
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when | was agirl, but | wasn't allowed."
"Why not?"

"Madame Dubreuil's Academy in Paris was the most prestigious in Europe, I'll have you know. Girls learning
athletic sport?' She put on aface of shock and horror. "Never!"

He grinned. "What did you do?'

"Carried books on our heads when we probably should have been reading them. Y ou seg, it was deemed more
important to learn the feminine art of walking gracefully than learning Greek or history or mathematics. | became
most accomplished at walking. And at piano and watercol ors and embroidering cushions.”

"But no fencing?"
"No, alas."

He looked at her and a hint of mischief came into his face. Even from where she sat she could see the laugh lines at
the corners of hiseyes. "Want to learn?'

She frowned, perplexed. "Learn to fence, you mean?"

"Yes." He stood up and came down the length of the table. He moved behind her chair. "Y ou've finished your
dessert. Come on."

"Come on?' she repeated, twisting around to look up at him. "Where?"
"For afencing lesson." He began pulling her chair out from the table. "Y ou said you wanted to learn.”
"When | wasagirl! That was along time ago, John."

"I know at twenty-six you're ready for the grave. But | think we have time to squeeze in afew fencing lessons
first." He grasped her arms and pulled her to her feet. "Look at it thisway. Y ou hate me, isn't that right?"

"Yes," she said at once.
"Well, then, thisis your perfect opportunity to stab me with a sword."
It only took her two seconds to make up her mind. "What are we waiting for?*

"I knew that idea would appeal to you." Hetilted his head and kissed her neck, but he slipped away before she had
the chance to even chastise him for it. "Is my old fencing gear still in the attic?' he asked as he started out the door.

"I don't know," she answered, following him out of the dining room and down the corridor to the stairs. "Is that
where you kept it before?"
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"When | was aboy."
They went up to the attic and found that his boyhood practice foils were still there, tucked away in awooden crate.

He pulled them out, took one and gave the other to her. He stood her in the large, empty space in the center of the
attic and faced her. "Do what | do," he told her, and when he lifted hisleft hand high, slightly behind him, she did
the same. He pointed his sword at her with his right hand, and she pointed hers at him.

"Good," he said. "Now watch me."

He stepped forward with one foot, bending his knee, and thrusting the sword in his hand forward. The cushioned
tip touched her just under her ribs.

Violatried to do what he did but encountered a problem almost at once. "l can't do that,” she complained. "My skirt
getsin the way."

He straightened, grinning at her. "Well, if your skirt isreally a problem—"
"No," she said before he could finish his thought.

"But if you just took it off—"

"No! Put that possibility out of your mind."

"That possibility is never out of my mind." He turned away. "But if you are going to be prudish about these things,
we shall have to think of another solution."”

He put down his foil and crossed the room to an old trunk. "There used to be costumes in here when | was a boy,"
he told her as he opened it. "For Fancy Dress parties and putting on plays and such.”

Rummaging through the pile of old clothes, he pulled out a pair of trousers. "Mine," he ex-plained. "When | was
about fourteen. They should fit you." He pulled an old white linen shirt out of the trunk and tossed both garments to
her.

She caught them in her arms and waited, but he didn't move to turn his back. "John, if you want to be friends, you
have to be nice."

"I could be very niceto you," he said, aworld of meaning in those words and the way he said them.
"That isn't what | meant! Turn around."

He gave a heavy sigh and obeyed. "I'll be honorable about this," he told her over one shoulder as she removed her
lacy shawl collar, "although it is most unfair. My own wife and | can't even have a peek at her petticoats.”

"Y ou've peeked at plenty of petticoats,” she shot back as she unfastened the buttons down the front of her bodice.
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"Y ou don't need to see mine."

She dlid out of her dress and undergarments and kicked off her dlippers, then pulled on the trousers and shirt. "All
right," she said, buttoning the shirt. "Y ou can turn around.”

He took onelook at her in his boyhood clothes and chuckled. "They look much better on you than they ever did on
me," he said and walked back to the center of the room.

She rolled up the shirtsleeves and turned up the trousers at the hem, then dlid her feet back into her slippers and
picked up her fail.

They faced each other, blades pointed as they had been afew moments before, and this time she was able to step
forward, bend her knee, and thrust the blade just as he had demonstrated.

"That is called alunge,”" hetold her. "Do it again, only thistime aim for somewhere on my torso."
She bit her lip, tilted her head to one side, considering. She lowered her gaze.
"Somewhere fair," he said at once.

Violatook a step forward, thrusting with her foil toward his stomach, and as she did so, he brought his blade up to
block her move. "That," he told her, "isaparry."

She straightened with anod. "I see."

"Good." He faced her, sword pointed. "Hate me, do you?"

"Yes"

"All right, then. Here's your chance to expressit." He gestured with his blade. "Have at me. Stab away."

She looked at him, at the challenge in his eyes, and she lifted the sword, pointing it a him. She mirrored his stance
and thrust again, but her jab was halfhearted, and he evaded her smply by turning sideways.

"Pathetic," he said, shaking his head. "Y ou're not trying."
"I don't want to accidently hurt you."

He gave a shout of laughter. "I'll just bet you don't." He gestured with his blade. "Come on. Try again. It might help
if you think of all the reasons why you hate me. Why do you hate me, anyway?"

"Why?"' She stared at him. "How can you even ask me that? So many reasons, | can't list them all!"

"Then tell me. Show me."
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She made another jab at him, harder this time.

"Better," he said, blocking her move with nothing more than aflick of hiswrist. "Keep going. Why do you hate
me?"

"Y ou lied to me before we got married, that's why." She struck at him with the foil. He parried her again.
"Very good," hesaid. "You just might have a knack for this."
"Y ou make an appealing target."

"I thought | would." He beckoned her to continue. "Don't stop now. | want you to get all those resentments out in
the open once and for all."

"Isthat what thisis about?' she asked, lunged again and missed him atogether. "Y ou think thiswill solve
everything?'

"No." He thrust with his blade, but very slowly, giving her plenty of time to defend herself by bringing her foil up
as he had showed her. "But it is a start.”

They both stepped back.

"So," hesaid, "I told you | loved you before we got married, and that was alie, and that's why you hate me?’

"Not only for that. There's Elsie.”

"Oh, yes, Elsie." He nodded, sounding so infuriatingly calm that she wanted to throw the sword at him. Instead, she
jabbed her fail in hisdirection, pulled back when he parried her, and without waiting did it again. Their swords

clashed together.

"When | found out about her, it devastated me. | couldn't bear to sleep with you anymore. So you walked out on
me! | hate you for abandoning me."

"I waited a month, sleeping alone, being driven mad by the fact that you were in the next room and wouldn't et me
sleep with you. Y ou wouldn't relent. You just cried alot.”

"Y ou waited a month before you left. How big of you, to wait awhole month." With those words, shefelt asif a
torrent had been unleashed. Using the sword he had given her, she gave vent to what she felt, taking stabs at him
with both the blade and her tongue. "Y ou left without aword. Y ou just packed your things and took off. No good-
bye, no note! | was so in love with you, | would have forgiven you for Elsie eventually, but you never gave me the
chance. You never even tried to see my side. Y ou broke my heart and didn't care.”

She drew back. "Two months later, you showed up here. Y ou wanted to make up. Of all the arrogant, conceited—"
She broke off and struck again. Their foils clanged together—once, twice, three times. She pulled back, panting.
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"I wasn't just saying that," hetold her, shaking back his hair, "and | wasn't feeling conceited, believe me, especially
when you slapped me right across the face and told me to go to the devil."

"But you didn't go to the devil, did you?' She lunged at him, he parried her again. "Y ou went to Jane Morrow. | can
only assume you didn't want to make up all that badly."

"If that was what you assumed, you were wrong." He moved onto the offensive, thrusting his blade at her, but
slowly, giving her plenty of timeto defend herself against the move.

"Was |1?' she countered, hitting hisfoil, amost wishing she'd struck him instead. "Y ou had such afine way of
showing me how much regard you had for our marriage.”

"Jane meant nothing to me," he said, and straightened. "Nor | to her."

"S0, you devastated me a second time for someone who meant nothing to you. How lovely. | suppose you used her
to forget about me?"

"Actually, yes."
Shelaughed in disbelief. "And Maria Allen? Another balm for your wounded male pride?’

"If you want to put it that way." He took a deep breath and lowered hisfoil. "Y ou probably won't believe this, but |
wanted to reconcile with you then, too. At Brighton."

She stared at him in astonishment. "Brighton? What are you talking about?"
"Two years ago, when | followed you down to

Brighton. Remember? And what did you do? Y ou saw me, gave me one contemptuous look that would have frozen
any man's blood, told me to go back to my whores, then turned your back and walked away. Y ou left town before |
could even unpack my trunk and ran to your brother."

"My departure from Brighton didn't stop you from finding Maria, did it?"

"No. And yes, | got in aduel over her. You want to know why? Nothing very noble, | admit, but I'll tell you. | was
the latest in along line of Maria's lovers when her husband decided he didn't like being cuckolded anymore. He
called me out and we shot each other in the shoulder for the sake of honor. Stupid, | grant you, but true.”

"And what happened then, John?" she cried. "I went to Hammond Park. Out of concern for you, though God only
knows why! When | got there, you were in bed. Loss of blood, the doctor told me. | asked you if you were going to
be all right, and what did you say? Y ou said, 'Sorry to disappoint you, darling, but I'm going to live. Maybe you
should get some arsenic" She stabbed at him and missed. "l was so afraid you were going to die. And then you said
that to me."

"After Maria, what did you want me to say?"' he asked. " Something along the lines of, 'Sorry, old thing, messed it
al up again, but if you stay, I'll makeit up to you.' Isthat what | should have said? Would anything have been the
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right thing to say?"

"Words are not what mattered to me! It's the things you've done that matter. Did you ever once give athought to
what life has been like for me, John? Seeing al your other women and knowing you would rather be with any of
them than with me?’

"That is not true. | would rather have been with my wife. The woman who should have been the mother of my
children, the woman who should have been in my bed and wasn't there. Who made it clear as crystal she loathed
me, would never stop loathing me, and couldn't bear to be anywhere near me."

"Do you think that justifies what you did?"
"I am not trying to justify any of the things I've done. | am trying to explain why | did them."

The very calmness of his demeanor, the fact that he was not getting defensive and fighting back only made her hurt
even more. She lifted the foil in her hand and struck out, going on the attack. She struck at him again and again. He
parried each of her movements with an ease that was almost leisurely, but he also moved backward, allowing her to
be the aggressor and drive him across the room.

"I hate you for all those women, and | don't care about your reasons for going to them!" she cried as she lunged at
him and lunged again. "I hate you for all those other women you have kissed and touched and made love to,
women to whom you gave the things that were supposed to be for me and only me!"

His back hit the wall, and she struck one more time, thrusting her blade right at his heart. He didn't even try to
block the move, and took the hit square in his chest. "I hate you, John," she said, and drew back, panting. " For
taking my love for you and destroying it. And for making no more than two halfhearted attempts to reconcile. And
for coming back now just because you need something from me that no other woman can give you."

Out of breath, she lowered her arm and dropped the foil. It clattered to the floor. The image of him in front of her
began to blur. "Most of all, | hate you for making me hurt all over again,” she choked, "when | had finally gotten
over you."

She turned away, but of course, he wouldn't et her leave. She heard his blade drop to the floor, just before she felt
his hands close over her arms. He was not even winded, damn him.

"Y ou said you wanted to understand me better, and that's why I've tried to explain things," he said. "'l cannot do
more than that about what is in the past. | am not walking away again, and I'm not letting you do that, either. This
time, we are going to find away to live together without annihilating each other. That's why we have to be friends."

She shook her head. "It'simpossible.”
"Why?"'
She pulled against his hold, and he let her go.

She didn't answer him, for it was a waste of breath and she was already exhausted. Instead, she walked down the
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stairs with him right behind her, and neither of them spoke until they reached the door of her room. She paused
there and turned toward him. "Good night, John."

"Why isit impossible, Viola? Y ou aways want to talk about things, so talk. Why is it impossible for us to be
friends?’

She sighed with frustration. "Because, well, because—" She stopped as he reached up to tuck aloose tendril of her
hair behind her ear. She pushed his hand away. "Friends have trust, and | don't trust you."

"I will have to earn your trust, then, won't I

He was being so damned reasonable. It was always dangerous when John was reasonable. She licked her lips. "You
are doing thisto trick me," she accused. "Trick me into bed."

He crossed hisfingers. "Isit working?'
"No. It will never work again."
"Then you have nothing to worry about, do you?"

"Not athing." She turned around and reached for the knob of her bedroom door, wanting desperately to get away.
"Because | till hate you."

"No, you don't. Not anymore." He closed his hand over hersto stop her from opening the door. "That night at
Grosvenor Square, when | came in out of the rain to see you, you let me stay. That's when | knew you didn't hate
me anymore." His hand over her hand, he leaned closer. His body brushed against hers, just barely, but enough that
Violas heart began to pound in her chest asiif they were fencing again. He kissed her hair, then her temple, then her
cheek. "Y ou don't hate me, and if we become friends, you never will." He pressed hislips to her ear. " See how this
works?"

That quiver began in her tummy, the quiver of fear and hurt mixed with the desire, and she felt asif she were
drowning in her own confused emotions.

"I am going to make you trust me," he murmured. His hand caressed the back of hers where she gripped the
doorknob. "1 am going to make you stop being afraid."

She closed her eyes. "I'm not afraid of you.'
But she was. Oh, she was.

He knew it, too. "Now who isthe liar?" he asked, and kissed her ear, then let go of her hand and stepped back.
"Good night, Viola," he said, and started toward his own door a bit farther down the corridor.

She went into her room and shut the door. As Celeste helped her change into nightclothes, she listened to the low
murmur of hisvoice in the room beside hers as he spoke to his valet.
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He was right. She didn't hate him anymore. She lost her grip on her hate and her resentment a little bit more every
time they talked, feeling more of the old magic every time he smiled, every time he made her laugh, every time he
did something nice, every time he kissed her. And without her hate, she had no shield. No weapons. She was out in
the open, unprotected and vulnerable.

What had happened to her pride? Viola climbed into bed and hugged her pillow, huddling into atight ball of
misery. Pride, she thought, was all very well, but it made for alonely life.

If she and John became friends, she would fall for him again, and he knew it. If they were friends, it was only a
matter of time before she started to believe him again, believe he was sincere, believe that he cared, believe that he
might, one day, love her when he had never loved anybody in hislife. If she began to believe in him again, she
would dlide all the way down, right into his bed, heart in her hands for him to take all over again. And God help her
after that because if he walked away again, it would smash her heart into a thousand pieces.

Chapter 14

Chapter Graphic

Previous || Top ||Next

The following morning, Viola did not come down to breakfast, and John decided to take breakfast to her instead.
He went to the kitchens, and upon learning that no food had been sent up to her, loaded two trays with some of her
favorites and his and took them to her room.

When he opened the door, he found her sitting up in bed, reading her letters, which had come in the morning post.
"What are you doing?' she cried as he entered the room, followed by a pair of maids.

"What doesit ook like?" he asked, gesturing to one of the maids to put the tea tray on the bedside table. He took
the tray of food from the other maid and waved both servants out of the room. "I'm bringing you breakfast in bed."

"Y ou can't do this. Y ou can't invade my privacy thisway."

"Silly to tell me | cannot do what | have already done," he said as the door closed behind the maids, leaving them
alone. He sat on the edge of her bed, set the tray on her lap, and poured tea for them both. "Besides, it is my house."

She groaned and fell back against the burled walnut headboard. "1 give up,” she moaned. "Y ou are never going to
leave me alone."

"Now you are starting to see sense,”" he said, and plucked the handful of letters out of her hand. He tossed them
onto the floor and picked up the jam pot and a knife. "Blackberry jam, Lady Hammond?"

He glanced at her, and she looked so beautiful in the morning sunlight, with her braid coming loose and a hint of
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pink in her cheeks, he caught his breath. Her nightgown was a delicate muslin affair, so thin he could see the swell
of her breasts above the bedclothes, the pucker of her nipples and the faint outline of her aureoles. That was enough
to arouse him in an instant, and he knew she'd better give in soon. Too many chaste breakfasts in bed with her
would drive him mad. He forced his gaze up to her face.

She sensed what he was thinking and looked away, the blush in her cheeks deepening. She shifted her hips on the
bed, and just that tiny move amost sent him over the edge. She wanted him, she did. God, he hoped she did.

But he didn't intend to make the same mistake twice. If he pushed too hard, too fast, she'd run again. He looked
down at the tray of food and fo cused on that, trying not to remember how she looked without a nightgown. He
scooped jam onto the knife, set down the pot and picked up a slice of hot buttered toast. After spreading the jam
over the dlice, he held it out to her, waiting. She bit her lip, wavering, and stared down at the toast for along
moment before she took it with asigh.

Gratified, he spread jam on another dlice for himself. He picked up hisfork and began to eat from the plate of eggs
and bacon on his lap, watching her from beneath lowered lids, waiting, hoping for an opportunity.

She took another bite of toast, and John thanked God for blackberry jam. He set down hisfork and inched alittle
closer to her on the bed. She went still, holding her toast poised in midair, staring at him, her hazel eyes wide.

He moved even closer. "Y ou have jam on your face."
She looked away. "Don't."

"Don't what?' he murmured. "Don't try to make you want me?' He reached out and touched the bit of jam at the
corner of her mouth, then ran his fingers back and forth across her lips, smearing it. The jam was sticky, her mouth
so soft. "Sorry," he said, his voice a bit unsteady, "but | can't help myself. | want you, and | want you to want me
back. | want that so badly, in fact, I'm going a bit mad. That's why |'ve been standing out in rainstorms and going
shopping. That'swhy I'm trying to talk about things." He took a deep breath. "And that's why | leased a house with
apink drawing room. Even back then, even when things between us were as bad as they could get, | still had alittle
scrap of hope that one day you'd live with me again.”

Her lower lip quivered against hisfingertip. "I don't believe you."

"Y ou used to want me, Viola," he said, stroking her mouth. "Every day for breakfast. Don't you remember? And it
was fun, wasn't it?"

"Yes, it was." Her lips brushed against his fingers as she spoke. She reached up, her hand closing around hiswrist,
but she did not push him away or turn her face aside. "It was fun for awhile."

He gently pulled his hand from her grasp and dlid it to the back of her neck. The sticky jam on his fingers caught
the strands of her hair. He leaned in and pulled her toward him at the same time, making them meet halfway. "Y ou
know when things went wrong with us?' he asked, pausing with his face only two inches from hers. "They went
wrong when it wasn't fun anymore. When we didn't do our favorite things, and | couldn't make you laugh."”

"There are some things fun and laughter can't fix, John."
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"I know." He looked at her jam-smeared mouth. Desire was coursing through him with such force, he didn't know
how much longer he could contain it. "That's what kissing isfor."

"Isit al that simple for you?' she asked. "That easy?"

"Yes. | think you just make things complicated.” He had to kiss her. Just once, then he'd let her go. His hand
tightened on her neck and he pulled her that last inch closer. His lips touched the corner of her mouth, tasting jam
on her skin, and the pleasure was so intense, the longing so gredt, it took everything he had not to shove the tray
out of the way and move on top of her. He sat utterly still, fighting the aching need in his body, holding back,
waliting, breathing in deeply of violet warmth as he tasted blackberry jam on Viola's mouth.

She turned her face away, breaking the kiss.

He knew he had to let her go. Now, while he still could. She wasn't ready yet, and he didn't want to send her
running away again. He let his hand fall from her neck and leaned back, striving to ignore the agony of being fully
aroused with no relief in sight. He picked up hisfork and resumed eating eggs and bacon.

She did the same, not looking at him, but at the plate in her lap.

They were amost finished eating before John felt able to put on a casual air and attempt ordinary conversation.
"So, are you going to show me what you've done to the place?' he asked. "1 mean the outside, mind you," he went
on, and gestured to their surroundings with a slice of ba con. "Not this feminine floral fantasy you've made of the
inside."

"After that comment, you can take your own walk around,” she told him around a mouthful of toast. "By yourself."
"But if I'm by myself, | can't trap you anywhere and steal more kisses," he pointed out, and popped the bacon into
his mouth, thinking that stealing any more kisses from her today without some clothes coming off would probably
destroy him.

She ate her last bite of toast and jam. "Exactly."

"Y ou love my kisses, and you know it," he said lightly, and stood up. Taking the tray, he turned and set it on a
nearby table. "I'll have you swooning over me by dinnertime. Get dressed. I'll wait for you downstairs."

"I have never swooned over you," she pointed out as she brushed crumbs from her nightgown. "Never."

He bent over her, placing one hand on each side of her hips. The mattress dipped with his weight as he |eaned
close. "Not yet, but the day islong," he said, and kissed her quick before she could stop him. He straightened and
turned away, heading for the door. "The night is even longer."

"Lovely," she groaned, sounding as if she were the one about to endure aday of torture. "That's just lovely."

* * %
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Violagave him atour of the villa, showing him some of the things she had done. He liked the boxwood maze she'd
put in the gardens, was highly indignant that she'd torn down the ramshackle boathouse by the river, and he loved
the new stables she'd had built the previous year. He also expressed his approval for the new granary.

"You've done an excellent job here," he told her, and stopped beside the millpond, looking out over the water.
"Y ou've made some very fine improvements. Everything looks shipshape and Bristol fashion."

"Thank you."

Something caught his attention and he paused. Viola watched as he crossed to the wooden quay that stood out over
the millpond. Beside the quay, arowboat bobbed in the water. "The oars are in the bottom,” he said. "Let'stake it
out. We can go across the pond and down the stream."”

Violafelt her insides clench with apprehension, and she searched for an excuse. "It's a bit too chilly to go out on
the water."

"Chilly? Not abit. It'salovely afternoon. Besides, we're not going swimming." He pulled off his coat and tossed it
aside.

"I don't want to go rowing."

"I'll do thework," he said. "Y ou just have to sit in the stern and look beautiful while | pull the oars, gaze at you,
and recite some Shelley."

She watched as he pulled off his cravat, unbut-toned the three buttons of his shirt, and took off his waistcoat. He
knelt on the quay, leaning over the boat to retrieve the oars, and her fear increased. "No, John," she said. "I don't
want to go."

"It's the least you can do after you tore down my boathouse. Be a sport, Viola. It'll be fun.”
She wiped her sweaty palms on her skirt. "John, | am not getting in that boat!"

The sharp rise of her voice caught his attention. He glanced at her over his shoulder. "Why not? Do you get sick in
aboat?'

She pressed a hand to her tummy and felt asif she were going to be sick, sick with fear. Wordlessly, she shook her
head.

He watched her for a moment, then set down the oars and crossed the quay back to her "What's wrong?"
"I can't swim!"
He laughed. "Is that all?"

"All?" She wastruly panicking now. "What if the boat tips over? | could drown."
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"Y ou're not going to drown." He stopped laughing and reached out to cup her cheek in his hand. "l am avery good
swimmer."

She shook her head. "No."

"The pond is shallow, and the stream is very slow and meandering. Besides, nothing will happen to you if the boat
tips over because I'll be there." He leaned down and kissed her. "Y ou just have to trust me," he said, and grabbed
her hand. "Come on. | won't let anything happen to you. | promise.”

"I'm sure I'm going to hate this," she moaned as he led her to the rowboat.

One foot planted on the planks, he put his other foot in the boat and pulled it right up against the wooden quay.
"I've got it steady," hetold her. "Just get in."

She took a deep breath, grabbed a handful of her skirt to keep it out of the way, and stepped gingerly into the boat,
holding onto his hand for dear life. She eased herself down in the stern of the rowboat, and when he let go of her
hand, she gripped the wooden sides, hoping she didn't mortify herself by throwing up.

He sat down in the boat, untied the rope to free it from its moorings, and grabbed the oars. Holding them with one
hand, he shoved the boat away from the quay, then locked the oars into the stops, glanced behind him, and began
rowing her across the pond.

"Y ou have to tell me whenever we are coming to a bend in the stream,” he told her as he pulled the oars with
smooth strokes, gliding the boat through the water at arapid clip. "I'll use the oarsto steer."

"Y ou're coming up on the mouth of the stream now," she answered, looking past his shoulder. "To your left."

He glanced behind him, guiding the boat as he rowed, maneuvering it onto the stream that meandered off into the
thicket of weeping willows and birches. When they came to along, straight stretch, he turned to look at her.

"Areyou al right?' he asked. "Not feeling sick or nervous anymore?’

Shelied. "No."

"Y ou see? First fencing, now boats. Pretty soon I'll be giving you swimming lessons.”
Shelooked at him in horror. "No, you won't."

"Yes, | will." He pulled on the oars. "Naked," he added. "By moonlight."

Heat washed over her. She looked past him, chinin the air, pretending to look for bendsin the stream, pretending
she wasn't blushing all the way down to her toes. "Y ou have a vivid imagination.”

"Yes," he agreed with fervor. She knew he was still looking at her, and she knew what he wasimagining. "Yes, |
do."
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The stream was slow and he rowed easily against the mild current. His body was powerful and his motions smooth
and fluid. It was almost hypnotic to watch him, and as the boat journeyed along the stream, she had to keep
reminding herself to watch where they were going. "Y ou row very well," she said.

"Thisisn't rowing," he said. "When it's two oars like this, it's sculling. Rowing is with one oar."
"Well then, you scull very well. Row well, too, | imagine."

"I should. I've had enough practice. | did both at Harrow and Cambridge." He leaned back with another pull of the
oars. "l was lead oar for our team in the boat races on the Cam every May Week all four years | was at Cambridge.”

"Did you win?'

"Usually." He began to laugh. "Percy was our coxswain, and a good one, too. He was so methodical, he could set
the pace better than anybody."

"Y ou must miss him."
The laughter faded from his face and he stopped rowing. The boat stopped moving forward and began to drift, but
he didn't seem to notice. He leaned on his oars, bringing the tips out of the water. She waited, thinking he might

talk about his cousin, but he didn't. Instead, he turned his head, staring at the bank of the stream and the woods
beyond, lost in thought.

"John, what are you thinking about?"

"I miss him so much, it hurts." He shook his head asif to clear his mind, then started rowing again. "Let'stalk
about something pleasant. We're supposed to be having fun today. We might as well put my university education to
work. What poet would you like to hear? Pick aromantic one, then | can be torrid and passionate and make you
want me."

She wondered if he had done this before, taken awoman out in a boat and recited passionate poetry. She took a
deep breath and tamped down the flare of horrid jealousy. "John, you don't have to recite poetry to me."

"No fairer face than hers | see, none other is so dear. Precious moments of my life are these, whenever sheis near.”

The carelessly uttered lines were unfamiliar, but the look in his eyes was one she knew well. She had already seen
it twice today, over toast in her room and just a moment before when he talked about swimming lessons. Each
time, it got easier to believe it might mean more than simple desire. She swallowed hard and looked away. "I don't
recognize that verse."

"I'd be very surprised if you did." Hisvoice waswry. "Since | just madeit up."
Startled, she returned her gaze to his face. "What, just now?"
He nodded. "I used to write poetry all the time."
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"I never knew that. | mean, | know about the limericks you and Dylan are always coming up with, but | didn't
know you wrote poetry."

"I never knew you didn't know how to swim." Hislashes lowered. " Speaking of which, we should start those
swimming lessons very soon. The millpond hereis shallow enough for you to stand in. Perfect place. We could
start tonight."

"And | think we should go back to the house. It must be nigh on three o'clock by now, and | want to bathe and
change before dinner. We're keeping country hours," she reminded him, "so dinner is at five."

Hetilted his head, looking at her. "Do we have a bathtub big enough for two?"
"No, we do not."

He began to laugh at the firm primness of her voice, but he didn't say anything more about it. He glanced behind
him and used one oar to turn the boat around.

He rowed with the current, and neither of them spoke. Her mind kept repeating the lines of that bit of poetry he'd
made up. Her head kept telling her he wasn't sincere. Her heart didn't want to listen.

"Since you didn't seem suitably impressed by my last poem about you, | have another one for you," he said,
breaking the silence. He stopped and lifted the oars out of the water, and in the still water of the pond, the boat
stopped moving. "A limerick."

She saw that teasing gleam in hiseyes. "A limerick about me?'

"There'sawoman | know from Hampshire, with a smile that beguiles a man sure. Her gold hair isa prize, like mud
are her eyes, and her kissis apleasure for damn sure.”

"What?' She straightened on the plank seat, feeling a bit indignant, despite the part about her kiss being a pleasure.
"My eyes are not the color of mud!"

"They are the exact same color." He pointed to the nearby bank of the millpond. "Like that. Greenish-brown. Not
that there's anything wrong with that," he added as she made a huff of vexation. "Very English, | think. And rather
poetic.”

"Poetic?' She folded her arms. "Poets are supposed to compare women's eyes to stars and sky and things like that.
If comparing my eyes to greenish-brown mud is part of your plan to seduce me, it is not working."

The tease went out of his eyes. He pulled the oars out of the stops and dropped them into the bottom of the boat
with athud. He moved toward her, and she caught her breath at the sudden intensity in his countenance. He slid to
his knees in front of her and put a hand on each side of her hips, curling his fingers around the back edge of the
plank seat.

He leaned forward and brushed hislips lightly, briefly, against hers. "How about this?' he asked. "Is this working?"
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She began to quiver inside. "No," she said, and pressed her lips together against the caress of his.

"Viola, befair,” he murmured against her mouth. "1 know | said your eyes were like pond mud, but | also said your
gold hair was a prize. And your kiss was a pleasure." He nipped at her lips. "So give me some of that pleasure right
now and kiss me."

She turned her face aside. "I'm not going to kiss you," she said, and spoiled her pretense of hurt feelings by
laughing. "No, no, you ruined your chance with that part about the mud."

He began to laugh with her, alow, deep chucklein histhroat. "But English pond mud is very pretty," he said, and
kissed her cheek. "I like it."

His hands slid beneath her, and with a suddenness that startled her, he hauled her forward onto his knees. Not
expecting the move, she twisted in his hold with a shriek of laughter, sending the boat rocking. *John, stop it!" she
cried, struggling as he turned her sideways on his lap. The boat rocked again, tipped too far, and overturned,
sending both of them rumbling into the pond.

Violafelt water rush over her head, smothering her laughter. She flailed her armsin sudden panic, disoriented and
unable to see anything in the murky depths. But then John's hands were on her arms, hauling her up to a standing
position. "l've got you," he said, wrapping his arms around her. "I've got you."

She sucked in gulps of air and clutched at the wet folds of his shirt, panic receding as she realized John was holding
her tight against him, her feet were on the bottom of the pond, and the water was only up to her armpits.

"Arevyou all right?' he asked, and pulled back to ook at her. He pushed soaking wet hair out of her face. "Hmm?"
"I'mall right." She rubbed her arms. "Cold, but al right."

John bent at the knees and picked her up in his arms, wet clothes and al. "Some reward | get for composing poetry
about you," hetold her in mock injury as he carried her toward the bank. "A dunk in cold water and no kiss to show
forit."

"Serves you right," shetold him as he set her on her feet by the edge of the water. She turned away as he went back

to retrieve the boat. "Eyes like mud, indeed!" she added over her shoulder for his benefit, but she couldn't help
smiling as she grasped sodden handfuls of skirt in her hands and climbed the bank toward the grassy knoll above.

Chapter 15
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After their dunking in the murky water of the pond, it was necessary for both John and Violato bathe and change
before dinner. The kitchen maids brought hot water up to the bathing room and filled the copper bathtub. Viola
took the first bath, and as Celeste washed and towel-dried her hair, all she could think of was the look in John's
eyes when he'd recited those lines of poetry about her. Had he meant it?

The question ran through her mind over and over as Celeste helped her dry off and wrapped her in arobe of heavy
rose-colored silk. She walked into the dressing room that adjoined the bath, and Celeste followed. The maid began
pulling out gowns for her to choose from, but Viola's mind was not on changing for dinner.

Was he sincere? With all the other women he'd had, how could she ever believe she meant more to him than any
other? And how could she be sure it would last? Viola could hear servants bringing fresh hot water into the bathing
room for John, and she imagined him stepping naked into that bathtub. She remembered full well what his body
looked like, and her memories and her imagination began to tease and torment her now, just as her dreams had
been doing night after night.

He'd said there was none so dear as her. He'd said no fairer face than hers. Did he ever mean any of the things he

said? Shetried to remind herself that words weren't enough. That his desire didn't mean anything. But it was hard
to care about that when all she could do was remember the desire she felt when he kissed her and touched her.

It was good with us, once. Remember ?

She remembered.

Viola pressed her fingers to her forehead, so muddied and upside down she couldn't think.
"My lady?' Celeste asked. "Are you unwell?'

She lowered her hand. "I'm perfectly well, thank you, Celeste.”

The woman who had been her maid since she was fifteen gave her asmile of relief and held up two gowns. "Ivory
or ice-blue?’

"Blue," Viola said without caring, and her maid left the dressing room with the blue gown in her hands. Viola
remained behind. On the other side of the door to the bathing room, she heard John's voice as he talked with
Stephens. She didn't know what he was saying to his valet because in her mind she was hearing what he'd said that
morning over breakfast.

| want you, and | want you to want me back. | want that so badly, in fact, I'm going a bit mad... even when things
between us were as bad as they could ever be, | still had a little scrap of hope that one day you'd live with me again.

Suddenly, everything seemed crystal clear, and all her mixed-up emotions fused into one simple decision. She took
a deep breath, marched into her bedchamber and walked to where her maid was laying the blue silk gown out on
the bed.

"Celeste," she said, pausing beside the maid, "go send someone to tell the kitchens dinner is going to be delayed at

file://IC/Torrent%20Fil es/Books/Guhrke, %20L aura%20L ee%620-%20M arri age%620Bed%20(v1.0).html (134 of 178)7/26/2006 2:27:59 PM



Guhrke, LauraLee - Marriage Bed

least a couple of hours."
Her maid gave her a puzzled look, but she nodded. "Y es, my lady."
"And go find something to do until | send for you. If | send for you at al. | might not."

Comprehension dawned in the older woman's face, comprehension and complete astonishment. But the maid
bobbed a curtsy and departed, leaving Violaalone in her bedchamber.

She walked to her dressing table and picked up a comb. She untangled the damp strands of her hair, but she didn't
braid them back. Instead, she left them loose, put down the comb and walked back through the dressing room.

He was still in the bath—she could hear the splash of water and his voice as he spoke with his valet. Hand on the
knaob, she paused long enough to take a deep breath, then opened the door.

He was leaning back in the tub, his arms resting on the copper sides, and Stephens was standing nearby with a
towel in his hands. Both men looked up in surprise as she cameiin.

Ignoring the valet, she looked at her husband. "Did you mean it?' she asked without ceremony. "What you said?"

He glanced at Stephens and gave a quick nod. The valet dropped the towel onto a padded bench by the tub and
departed at once through the door into the corridor, closing it behind him,

Viola hooked the fingers of one hand around the fingers of the other, waiting. "Did you?'

John leaned back in the tub, smiling faintly as he looked at her. "Did | mean what?' he asked, sounding innocent,
the hot look in his eyes making him anything but. "About your eyes being the color of mud?"

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, suddenly shy and flustered, wondering if she was about to make
a horrible mistake. "No," she whispered, and her fear began to return. Her heart started thudding in her chest, so
loud she was sure he could hear it all the way across the room as she stood there in an agony of uncertainty. "The
other poem. About the 'none so dear' and "precious moments and all that. And... and what you said this morning
about hoping we'd live together again one day. Did you mean it, or was it al just words you think | wanted to
hear?"

He didn't answer, and her moment of bravado deserted her. "Never mind," she muttered, and turned around,
starting back toward the safety of her own dressing room. A splash was her only warning before he was out of the
bathtub, and she had only taken two steps before his arm was around her waist, hauling her back against him.

"I meant it," he said, his voice low and thick. He pressed his lipsto the side of her neck. "l meant it, Viola."

His body was wet, his mouth was hot, and the feel of both disintegrated any resistance left in her. Like adam
breaking, the hunger she had been holding back for years was unleashed in an instant. With a cry, she turned and
wrapped her arms around his neck. She caught his mouth with hers and kissed him, a hungry, open-mouthed kiss
borne of being so long without him, of being alone and hurting. She clung to him now, kissing him with all the
passion she had denied to him and to herself.
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He made a sound against her mouth, surprise perhaps, but then his arms wrapped around her and he deepened the
kiss, histongue entering her mouth, his hands cupping her buttocks. Everything in the world faded to
insignificance. Everything but John.

His mouth tasted her in hot, deep kisses and quick little nibbles of her lips as he guided her backward through the
door into her dressing room and on into her bedchamber beyond.

Inside her room, he moved and guided her body asif they were engaged in a dance. When her back hit the wall
beside her bed, he reached for the sash of her robe. He untied it and yanked the edges apart, then pulled the
garment back and dlid it off her shoulders and down her arms. It caught on her hips, and she leaned forward away
from the wall. The robe fell and landed in a soft pool at her heels.

The air of her room was cool, but when John's hands touched her naked skin, warmth surged through her like fire.
He cupped her breasts, embraced them with his hands, shaped them in his palms. His fingertips closed around her
erect nipples, pinching them ever so gently as he pressed kisses to her cheeks and her chin, her forehead and her
lips.

She put her hands on his broad shoulders. His skin was still slick and wet from the bathwater, but hot, like firein
her hands. She moved her hands over him and watched her fingers touch him. She remembered this—the hard
muscular wall of his chest and the rippled muscles of his abdomen beneath her fingers. John's body, his hard
strength as beautiful now as it had been nine years ago. She flattened her hands on his flat stomach, but before she
could move any lower, he took her hands and pulled them wide, away from him.

"Shhh," he said as she made a sound of protest.

"But | want to touch you."

"Later." He kissed her to silence any further argument and pulled at her hands, spreading her arms wide, pressing
the backs of her wrists against the wall. Then he bent his head and took one of her nipplesinto his mouth. He
pulled and suckled, first one nipple then the other, as he held her imprisoned against the wall.

Viola's whole body tingled as he teased and toyed with her breasts, and she moaned, wanting more. When he
grazed her nipple between his teeth, her body jerked and she gave a soft, keening wail of agonized pleasure. She
felt the liquid heat forming down low, between her thighs. She stirred, pulling against his hold, her hips moving,
wanting still more. She arched her hips toward him, but his body was out of reach. "John, touch me."

His mouth left her nipple, kissed the soft swell above it. "I'm aready touching you."

"Don't tease me now," she implored. "Touch me."

"Where?'

"Y ou know where."

"No, | don't." He resumed suckling her.
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She moaned, straining against his hold. " ou do know, you do."
He straightened, his hand playing with her breast. "Tell me. | like it when you tell me. Remember?"

She remembered. Shameful excitement flooded through her and she buried her hot face against his shoulder,
shaking her head. He wanted too much, too soon. He brushed his fingers against the apex of her thighs. "Is that
where?' he asked tenderly.

She nodded against his shoulder, and he slid one finger between her legs, to caress the wet, soft place where she
ached the most. She moaned into his shoulder. "l love that, John, | love that."

"I know, Viola." He kissed her mouth and said, "But there's something | know you love even more."

He knelt in front of her, and she knew what he was going to do. She began to shiver as he trailed kisses down her
tummy, over her abdomen, and lower still. His fingertips followed his mouth, moving in light caresses around her
navel. He smiled, touching the tip of one finger to the brown, violin-shaped birthmark on her thigh. "I remember
that birthmark," he murmured. "I've been having some damned erotic dreams about it lately.” He pressed hislips to
it, then kissed her again a bit higher, his lips brushing the soft bush of her hair. She jerked against him, crying out
with the carnal pleasure of that kiss, and his hands grasped her hips, holding her there, pressed against the wall.

He licked her gently, first down, then up again, his tongue moving along the crease of her sex, tasting her, sending
sensations of heat pulsing through her whole body. She shivered, gasping with each soft lash of his tongue, and her
hands tightened on his shouldersin convulsive little squeezes.

"John, oh, John," she panted, her hips working against his hold. She wanted to move, unable to stand such sweet
imprisonment as this.

Histongue flicked over the special place he knew gave her the greatest pleasure, caressing it in quick, feather light
strokes, and just as she thought she would go mad, he relaxed his grip and she was able to move her hips against
his mouth to gain her peak. She climaxed in waves against his mouth, rippling waves of ecstasy that seemed to go
on and on and on, even as he slowed the caresses of histongue to brief light kisses. He took one last taste of her,
then stopped and stood up.

All the strength drained out of her, and she fell forward against him, panting, her arms wrapping around hiswaist,
her body still pulsing with the force of her orgasms.

He pressed his hips against her, and she felt hisarousal, hot and hard against her tummy. She took him in her hand,
her fingers not able to completely surround his shaft, and she stroked him, her hand exploring the shape, a shape
still so familiar.

He stopped her. "l want to be inside you," he said with sudden urgency. He grasped both her hands in his and
pulled them both down onto the bed. Then he rolled her onto her back and his knee moved between her thighs,
urging her legs to part.

"Open for me," he groaned, settling his body over her, resting his weight on his forearms. "Now, Viola, now."
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His turn to be desperate, she thought, taking delight and satisfaction in his plea. His penis pressed urgently against
the folds of her opening, demanding entrance, and she spread her legs wide, welcoming him.

He entered her, and she sucked in her breath sharply. Y es, she remembered this. This was John, thick and hot and
so hard, pushing into her. Thiswas John, who kissed and nibbled her neck, her throat and her shoulder, making her
shiver even now as he rocked his hips, stretching her to accommodate his size, penetrating her more deeply with
each stroke.

Y es, she remembered this, the hot sweetness of him inside her. When the head of his penis touched her deep
within, at that exquisite place even more pleasurable than the one he had tasted moments ago, she remembered that,
too, and she cried out. "Y es, John, yes!"

Frantic with longing for that last and best explosion, she matched his hard thrusts with her own, and her pleading
words all began running together in a panting, digointed series of syllables. "Faster-oh-oh-please-oh-please-yes-oh-
yes-oh-please!”

Weight on his forearms, he obeyed her frantic command, pushing hard and quick, over and over, until he sent her
to climax again, his shoulders and arms shaking with the strain of holding back his own.

"Come, John, come," she pleaded, "take it, takeit." When he came fully into her again, she squeezed his buttocks
hard and all her inner muscles clenched in tight convulsions around his shaft.

He gave a hoarse cry smothered against her hair and dlid his arms beneath her, crushing her against him asif he
couldn't get her close enough, thrusting as deep as he could. He shuddered violently as his own pleasure was at |ast
unleashed, and his body went rigid as the warmth of his climax poured from him into her.

He collapsed on top of her, breathing hard against the pillow. His hand came up to stroke her cheek. "Viola," he
groaned. "Oh, God, Viola." He sucked in deep breaths of air, pressing kisses against her hair and her ear and her
temple. "Meant it," hetold her in ahoarse, fierce whisper. "Meant every damn word."

She smiled, caressing his back, running her fin-gers over the strong, lean lines of muscle and sinew, relishing the
familiar, heavy weight of her husband's body. John, she thought, holding him tight and deep within her, welcome
home.

Chapter 16
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He woke at the sound of her voice, and it was only then that he realized he had fallen asleep. He inhaled the scent
of violets, and it aroused him in an instant, bringing him fully awake as he remembered the passionate lovemaking
of a short time ago. His arms tightened around her and he pressed closer to her, his chest against the soft, smooth
skin of her back. He nuzzled her neck, kissed her bare shoulder. "HmMm?"

"It'sdinnertime.” Violastirred in his hold. "I'm hungry."

"Soam |," he said with feeling, trailing one hand along her naked hip.

She began to laugh and pushed his hand away. "For food. | want my dinner."

"Can't wefrolic first?' He spread one hand across her tummy, cupped her breast with the other. "Then have food?"

"Frolic requires sustenance," she pointed out, but even as she said it, she began to yield, arching her body against
his, her hips pressing his groin.

Gently, he nipped her shoulder and toyed with her breast. He brushed his fingers along her tummy, feeling her
muscles quiver at the light touch. "Still ticklish, | see.”

"John!" She wriggled in his hold, laughing.

He dlid his hand between her legs. When he did, her laughter changed to a moan of pure pleasure.
She was already moist, and he began to caress her. "Food or frolic? Which do you want first?'
"Food."

"Really?' He stroked her slowly, gently, teasing. "I think you want thismore. T know | do."

He could see her profilein the dim light of |ate afternoon that peeped between a gap in the draperies. He saw her
bite her lip, shake her head. "Uh-uh," she denied, even as she began to move in rhythm with the touch of his
fingers. "Food."

"Frolic first." He pushed the tip of hisfinger into her, then pulled back, spreading her moisturein light circles, then
stroking again. "Come on, Viola," he coaxed. "Givein."

She shook her head again, panting now.

John pushed his cock between her thighs, but he did not enter her. He groaned even as he continued to tease her.
She began to shiver with each upward stroke of hisfingers, and began to make the soft, whimpering sounds that
told him she was close to climax.

"If you really want food," he went on, his own breath coming faster, "I could stop now, and we could go have
dinner. Hmm? Y ou want me to stop?"
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"No, no. Don't stop, John. Don't stop.”
"Sure?’

She nodded, frantic. "Sure."

"Want me more than food, do you?"
"Yes, yes," she gasped. "Yes."

He entered her, pushing deep into her from behind as he stroked her in front. She came almost at once, crying out
as she tightened around him in the tiny convulsions of feminine bliss that sent him to climax as well.

Afterward, he caressed her hip as the musclesinside her slowly stopped clenching him and she was sated. Even
then he did not move. He liked this, holding her this way, with himself deep within her. He always had.

"John?"

Her voice was ailmost plaintive.
"Hmm?"

"Now can we have dinner?"

He gave a shout of laughter and rolled onto his back. "I should hope so," he said in an injured voice. "If you keep
demanding these strenuous demonstrations of my affection, you're going to have to feed me oncein awhile." She
hit him with a pillow.

During dinner, Violatried not to stare at her husband, but her gaze kept straying to him seated at the other end of
the long dining table. It was still strange to see him there, but it felt good, somehow. It felt right.

He looked up and caught her gaze. His brows drew together in puzzlement. "Y ou are staring at me quite intently,"
he said, smiling. "Why?'

"I am trying to get used to seeing you in that chair."
John took a sip of wine. "Isit agood sight, Viola?' he asked. "Or not so good?"

He wasn't teasing. "Good," she admitted. " Strange, but good. Although,” she added, her voice taking on a hint of
mock severity, "you really need to appreciate the schedule of things here at Enderby and not come down so late to
dinner."

"I am terribly sorry." He smiled, and she caught her breath. He could still make her heart race when he smiled. "I
was unavoidably detained.”
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"Dessert, my lord." Hawthorne placed a glass bowl in front of him, and a footmen did the same for her. Viola
picked up her spoon and took a bite of trifle.

"Takeit away."

John's voice, the emotionless words, had her looking up. His face was as expressionless as his voice, and the very
flatness of it was so startling, she set down her spoon. It was asif she were looking not at her husband's face, but at
amask of it.

Hawthorne removed the dessert he had just placed on the table. "Would you like something else, my lord?"
"Just the port.”

The butler stepped back and set John's dessert on the sideboard. He brought aflagon of port and a glass, poured out
the wine, and once again withdrew.

Asif sensing her scrutiny, he shifted uneasily in his chair. "I don't eat trifle," he said without looking at her.
"I had forgotten how much you didikeit."

"Odd, what? Jam, sponge cake, custard. What is there about it to dislike? It must be that | have an absurd desire to
be different from everyone else in Britain."

He smiled again, that brilliant, heart-stopping smile, but thistime it did not reach his eyes. This was more than just
dislike. There was something oddly painful in that smile that hurt her, too. An emptiness. Viola set her serviette
beside her plate. "Hawthorne," she said, signaling the butler forward again. "Take mine away aswell, please. |
don't want it. And bring me a glass of madeira."

"Y ou didn't have to do that," John said as the servant stepped back with her uneaten dessert.

"I think I did. It bothers you to even look at it."

He didn't answer, but he didn't have to. She knew it bothered him a great deal. "Why?" she asked.

He turned his face away.

"Would it be so hard, John?' she asked. "To tell me?"’

When he still said nothing, she shoved aside her disappointment and rose to her feet. "The sun is setting,” she said.
"You aways liked to walk at sunset. | may have forgotten about the trifle, but | remember that." She took her glass
of madeirafrom where Hawthorne had just placed it on the table. " Shall we take our wine and go for awalk in the

garden?"

He picked up his port and they went outside into the cool air of the May evening. By unspoken agreement they
started down a graveled path flanked by herbaceous borders, toward the folly that overlooked theriver. Asthey
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walked, she inhaled the sweet scent of stocks and half-opened roses, and memories rose up, bittersweet, of their
courting days, when John would have her and her brother to dine here at Enderby, how he would try to hold her
hand if Anthony wasn't looking. She was in residence here most of the year, but she hadn't walked this path since
those days. Without John it hadn't been the same.

"Remember when you used to have dinner parties here?' she asked. "Before we were married?
We always took thiswalk afterward."

He reached for her hand, holding it fast when she tried to pull away. He laced their fingers together. "I remember,
Viola."

They walked up the steps of the folly, a round, open structure of limestone columns, capped by a copper dome long
ago turned to verdigris. They climbed over the three-foot stone wall at the back of the folly and sat down on it like
they used to do. Hand in hand, they stared out over Kew Gardens on the opposite side of the Thames and watched
asthe boats pulled into docks along the river, their work done for the day.

Neither of them spoke as twilight settled in. He did not seem inclined to talk. She didn't know why he found it so
hard to reveal himself. She didn't understand what held him back.

But in her bed that night, in the hot sweet dark, there was nothing held back. There was nothing baffling about the
way he touched her and kissed her. The way he made love to her. Viola savored it with al the hunger of the eight
years she had been without him, but as much as he could pleasure her, it wasn't enough.

There were things that stood between them now as much as they ever had. Without love, what did she have to hold
him? She was afraid that whatever she had, whatever she did, would never be enough to make him tell her why he
didn't like tri-fie and why his boyhood was a nightmare. She was afraid that she would never find the key to his
heart. Most of all, she was afraid he would never save al his smiles, all hiskisses, al his caresses, and al his
poetry for her and her alone.

Violaloved making love in the morning, but when John woke up, any notion he had of pleasing hiswife in that
respect was banished almost at once. He managed to get one, only one, kiss before the first interruption.

A scratch on the door was the only warning before the door opened and Tate came marching in with a bundle of
lettersin her hand. "The morning post, my lady," she said, and looked up. When she saw the mistress of the house
sitting on top of her husband, naked, with the sheets only partly covering them, she flushed a deep scarlet. "Oh!"
she gasped, and promptly dropped the letters on the floor. "I'm so terribly sorry!"

She rumbled for the doorknob and backed out of the room, closing the door behind her.

"Did you see her face?' Violawhispered. "Good heavens. What a shock we've given her. I'm sure she thinks we're
most improper to be making love in daylight. And me without my nightgown on."

John rolled on top of her, feeling the cool air of the room on his back and the warmth of her body beneath him.
"Forget about Tate. Where were we?"
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"Hmm, let me think." Her eyes half closed, shetilted her head back. "I think you were kissing me."
"Ah, that wasit." He bent his head and tasted her mouth. "I wish | had some blackberry jam."

Asif in answer to this request, another scratch was heard on the door and a maid came in, rattling dishes. "Early
tea, my lady. Oh!"

"Lord, have mercy," John muttered, and the maid hastily deposited the tray on atable, then vanished, pulling the
door shut.

He heard some voices murmuring in the corridor and afew shocked giggles, no doubt commenting on the fact that
no man ever slept al night in hiswife's room. John waited until the sounds died away just to be sure another maid
wasn't about to come in with coal for the grate, then resumed his pleasurable explorations of hiswife's luscious
body.

"Don't you want any tea?" she asked, pushing him back to give him a smile that was downright wicked.
"Unlessit's something | can kiss off of you, forget it," he said, and slid his leg between both of hers.

The door from the corridor into his bedchamber opened. "My lord?" Stephens called asif looking for him. "Mr.
Stone is downstairs, waiting to see you."

"Stephens,” he shouted through the open doorway to his room, "get out of here!"
"Yes, my lord."
John heard the door close, but his valet proved to be one interruption too many. The moment was | ost.

"Remind me to have alittle talk with our staff about the morning routine,” John muttered, and rolled onto his back,
giving it up.

Violalaughed and got out of bed. Swinging her loose hair back over her shoulders, she picked up her nightdress
and robe and put them on. "Maybe you are just too greedy," she said as she tied the sash of her robe.

"Greedy, am |?' He jumped up and came after her. She gave a shriek of laughter and dodged out of reach, but he
caught her around the waist and hauled her back. "Y ou are the one who almost starved me last night, you couldn't
get enough of me."

"What? Oh, how outrageous!" She pushed at him.

He kissed her neck. "Admit it."

"I shan't! Y ou are too conceited asit is." She pulled out of his hold and tugged the bell pull for her maid. "Besides,
your secretary iswaiting for you, and | have to go back to town today, so we'd best stop lazing our day away and

get on with things."
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"Why do we have to go to London?"
"I have aball to attend. My charity ball for the hospitals.”
He groaned. "Do we haveto go? | hate these Fancy Dress affairs.”

"My charities are very important to me. Besides, | missed it last year. | cannot missit twice. And | don't know why
you're complaining anyway," she added. "Y ou can't go."

"Why not?*
She grinned, sure she had the upper hand for once. "l never sent you an invitation."

"Doesn't matter," he said, and grinned right back at her. "I finagled one from Lady Deane ages ago." He kissed her
and started for his own room. "No wonder you're so bad at chess," he said, shaking his head.

He closed the door, and from the other side he heard her say, "l can't believe | married such an impossible man!"

His secretary was waiting for him in the study.

"Glad to see you've recovered from the measles, Stone," he said, and circled the desk. A long time, he thought,
since he had used this desk. It felt good to stand behind it.

"Thank you, my lord." The secretary opened his dispatch case. "Y ou have quite a bit of correspondence to answer."

"I'm sure | do with you lazing away in Clapham for the past week and a half at my expense.

Stone had worked for him long enough to recognize that he was teasing, but the poor fellow, alas, had no sense of
humor. He did not change expression. "My apologies, my lord."

John sighed and gave it up. "Anything important?”’

Instead of replying, Stone turned the opened case around so John could see the contents. It was full. Completely
full of small, folded, sealed sheets of pink paper. Emma.

John stared at the letters and all his amusement faded. A mild irritation took its place. "Good God," he muttered,
"How many are there?"

"Fifty-nine, sir. All addressed from Calais."

"All in the past ten days?' He picked up a handful, wondering what manner of woman did something like this. He
strove to think back to the woman who had been his mistress through the autumn and winter, and he could
remember only vague things, unimportant things. Red hair. Green eyes. A sweet sort of charm easily enjoyed and
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quickly forgotten. "What does she hope to gain by such a barrage of correspondence? More money?"
Stone did not answer, since he knew the question was rhetorical. He simply waited for instructions.
"Stone, | want you to—"

The opening of the door interrupted him.

"John, when do you want to leave for town?' Viola stopped in the doorway, her gaze fixed on the bundle of pink
lettersin his hand. Her face went pale and her eyes went wide, and John could read her thoughts at that moment as
if they were written above her head.

"Viola—"he began.

"I'm sorry," she said. "l did not mean to interrupt you. Forgive me." She pressed a hand to her mouth, turned
around and walked away.

"Violal" he called after her.
She stopped, then continued on without a backward glance until she turned and disappeared from view.

John dropped the handful of letters back into the case. "Burn these damn things," he said, loud enough for Violato
hear him as she walked away. "Better yet, send them all back to Mrs. Rawlins with aletter telling her I'm not
paying her afarthing more and never to contact me again. Understood?’

Without waiting for an answer, he went after Viola. He found her on the terrace, staring out at the river that curved
and glittered in the distance. She must have heard the tap of his boot heels on the flagstones, but she did not turn
around and look at him as he approached her.

"Those are love letters, aren't they?"' she said, then made a chiding sound. "What am | saying?

Of course they are. Pink paper, and | could smell the perfume on them from the doorway."

"The woman writesto me," hetold her. "I do not writeto her."

"I see." She nodded, but continued to stare out at the river without turning around.

The very fact that she was so calm impelled him to speak. "l am not with Emma. | ended it months ago."
"Y ou don't have to explain.”

"Damned right | don't. There's nothing to explain. Itisover."

She wrapped her arms around herself and turned her head slightly in his direction. "From the amount of
correspondence she sends you, it seems Mrs. Rawlins does not realize that fact.”
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"She should. | madeit clear. | paid off her contract. | set her aside months before Percy died. Y ou are the only
woman | have been with since then."

She turned and looked at him. "I believe you," she said, but there was a cool, polished hardness in her face that hurt
him.

Don't, he thought. Don't do this.
"Is Emma Rawlins in love with you?"

"Love?" Hisvoice was harsh, contemptuous of such a notion. She winced, and he gentled his voice at once. "She
was amistress, Viola. She was paid. Love has nothing to do with such arrangements. Don't you see that?'

"I think it is Mrs. Rawlins who does not see that," Viola said, and turned again to look out at the view. John stared
at hiswife'srigid back for along moment, but he did not know what she wanted him to say. He did not know what
she wanted him to do. With an oath, he turned and walked away.

Chapter 17

Chapter Graphic

Previous||Top||Next

Once again the charity ball for London hospitals proved to be a raging success. Thousands of pounds were raised,
for over the past few years the ball had become one of the most popular events of the season, and anyone who
attended had to pay the exorbitant subscription fee.

Violawas gratified by the success, for London hospitals were among her favorite charities, but the event itself
proved to be adifficult, exhausting business. John attended with her, something that had never happened before,
and speculation about their presence together began to circulate the ballroom within minutes of their arrival.

The general conclusion would probably be that Lord and Lady Hammond had, indeed, reconciled. This morning
they might have been right about that, but this evening, Violawas not so sure.

The carriage ride from Chiswick had been silent. John had made no attempts at conversation, and neither had she.
The letters from Emma Rawlins were probably on their way back to France by now, but they stood between John
and herself asif they had been piled up on the carriage floor. John did not understand why, she knew. He didn't
understand that even a mistress who was paid could fall desperately in love.

At the ball, they danced one quadrille together, then separated to mingle with other guests. After afew hours of
circulating through the crowd with a smile pasted on her face as she encountered some of the women from Lady
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Deane's guest list, Viola's head began to ache and she sought out a quiet corner of the ballroom.

She leaned back against the wall, sipping her glass of punch as her gaze roamed over the crowd. She remembered
that day over a month ago when she had been going over her guest list for the ball with Tate and how John had
warned her about the spitefulness of Lady Deane. Not presenting her guest list to the baroness in person had been a
social snub that Viola knew she was paying for now, because among the knights and nobles, the princesses and
jesters, the bewigged judges and Greek muses, were al of John's former mistresses, except Emma Rawlins. Lady
Deane had been very busy. And very spiteful, indeed.

Viola sought out their faces. Anne Pomeroy, so polished and elegant. Peggy Darwin, laughing and pretty. Jane
Morrow, blond and hazel-eyed like herself, a demirep on the fringes of society, still agood enough courtesan to
afford the subscription fee for this ball. Dark-haired and doe-eyed Maria Allen. Her reconciliation with her
husband had not succeeded, and she was Lord Dewhurst's mistress now. Maybe she thought her husband fighting
in aduel was romantic. Elizabeth Blunt, another beautiful and promiscuous countess with whom Viola had been
forced to drink tea and play cards over the years. Even Elsie Gallant was here, and the years had not been kind to
her, for the vivacious, lovely face that had made her a popular demirep now marked what she was—an aging
courtesan.

Viola studied them one by one and was surprised to find that she felt no rage of jealousy. She felt strangely distant,
oddly detached, with ahint of pity for these women.

He hadn't loved any of them, but how had they felt? She remembered the brief hint of tendernessin Peggy
Darwin's face that day in the draper's shop when she had looked at John, confirming what she had known for years,
what John refused to see. The countess had been in love with him once. Wasn't now, perhaps, but she had been.
Violathought of the pile of pink lettersin Mr. Stone's dispatch case. Poor Emma Rawlins.

And what of herself? She was hiswife. Yet, if she'd had no dowry, if she hadn't been born alady, if she hadn't
married him, she would still have fallen in love with John Hammond, for he made falling in love with him so easy.
Without even realizing it. It wasin his smile and his charm and his ability to make awoman laugh. It was because
he remembered what food a woman liked and what activities she enjoyed and how she liked to be touched. But his
heart was never engaged. How could she ever hold his heart if he never gave it away?

Violapressed a hand to her forehead. Her head ached. Her heart ached. Her monthly was coming, she could fedl it,
but she knew that wasn't why she felt tired, lonely, and so terribly depressed. She could not stop thinking about
how desperate and hurting awoman had to be to send a man stacks of letters when he hadn't ever cared tuppence
for her. She understood Emma Rawlins's desperate love for aman who did not love her back. How odd to feel
empathy for your husband's former mistress, she thought.

She and John left the ball early and went back to Chiswick that night. She slept by herself, using her impending
courses as an excuse. He seemed to accept it, and she was glad because she did not want him to see her when she
laid down in bed and wept. She did it silently into the pillow so he would not hear.

She was pulling away. He could feel it. John laid in bed, staring at the celling in the dark, and tried to tell himself it
was her courses—he knew such things had an affect on awoman's disposition. He'd learned long ago that steering
clear was the best move a man could make in such circumstances.
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Hetried to tell himself her monthly illness was the reason she'd been so strange about Emma's letters, but he knew
that wasn't it. She was pulling away from him.

The ball tonight hadn't helped matters. Damn Lady Deane's malicious nature. But even as he damned her, he knew
his own culpability there.

John rubbed his hands over his face and asked himself the same question he'd asked himself countless times over
the years. What did Violawant from him? What could he do or say that would make things right? There had to be a

way.

The years ran across his mind like the pages of a storybook, but the things that he kept coming back to were those
early days, especially Hammond Park. He thought of riding on the downs and making Violalaugh. She'd been
happy at Hammond Park. He knew that much.

With sudden clarity, he knew what he had to do. He had to take her home—to their home, where she belonged.
Sleeping in that big mahogany bed with him, getting trounced by him at chessin their library there, riding that
spirited mare he'd bought her. He imagined her racing ahead of him, tossing off her hat and laughing, and that was
when he was finally able to fall asleep.

Violamade no objection to leaving London, but during the trip to Northumberland, she said little. Though he got
an occasiona smile or laugh out of her, she was restrained and distant. He knew she probably had some discomfort
from her courses, and the six-day journey could not have helped ease that. But he remembered full well how long
her monthly lasted, yet by the time they reached Hammond Park on the seventh day, her restrained manner still
enveloped her like a shield to keep him away.

Nonetheless, John had no intention of allowing any closed bedroom doors this time around. That night, when he
went to the master bedchamber, he had every intention of making it clear that they would be sharing one bed.

She was there when he came in, sitting at the dressing table in her nightgown, brushing her hair. She stopped a
moment as he entered the room, then resumed her task.

He went into the dressing room and saw the cot had been made up, but he had no intention of using it. Not tonight,
not any night, not ever again. He stripped off his clothes, walked out of the dressing room, and moved to stand
behind her chair.

She stopped, the brush poised against her long hair. She looked at his reflection in the mirror, her face framed
against the backdrop of his naked chest.

He leaned down and dlid his arms around her. He kissed her neck. She set down the brush, wrapped her hands
around hiswrists and pushed his arms away.

He straightened, and knew he had to know what he was dealing with. "Are we going to have afight tonight?* he
asked quietly.

"Why do you ask? Because | am not in amood to make love with you?"
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These were the moments when women were truly baffling. "Well, something iswrong, and | do not know what it

IS.

"It's just—" She broke off and turned around, looking up at him in the lamplight with an odd sadness in her face
that twisted something in his guts.

"Areyou still angry about Emma’s letters?' he asked.
"I'm not angry, John. | was never angry."

"What is this strange mood, then? Are you still—" He broke off, making a vague motion toward her abdomen,
hoping it was as ssimple and temporary as that, knowing full well it wasn't.

Her cheeks got pink. "No."

He made another guess. "Are you upset that we left London before the season was over?"
"Heavens, no."

John gave up. "Then what isit?’

Shelifted a hand helplesdly. "I feel so sorry for that woman."

"What woman? Emma?' He was too amazed not to ask the next question. "Why?'

"Oh, John, really!" Exasperation came into her face and she turned her back to him. " She has feelings for you," she
said over her shoulder. "Desperate feelings. She must, or she would not be sending you stacks of letters and
humiliating herself in that way."

He'd asked a stupid question, he should have known he wouldn't like the answer. He put his hands on her shoulders
and pressed his forehead to the top of her head with asigh. "What would you suggest | do about that?"'

"I don't know." she admitted. She shrugged asif she wanted him to remove his hands.

He didn't. He straightened and met her eyes in the mirror. "I may be dense, Viola, but | still do not understand the
problem."

"I know how she feels, John," she whispered. "There. Now you know the problem."”
His hands tightened on her shoulders. "It isn't the same thing."

"It is exactly the same. Do men really think that mistresses do not have feelings? That they do not fall in love?
Yes," she said when he made an exclamation of impatience, "love. | tried to tell you this before, after we saw
Peggy Darwin in the draper's shop. She was in love with you once, too. | always knew that. Why do you think it
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hurt so much to see her looking at you?"
"I was never in love with Peggy Darwin."

"I am not talking about your feelings. | am talking about hers. And Emma Rawlins's. And mine. Oh, John, do you
not see? Women fall in love with you. It'sin the way you smile and the things you say. It'sin everything you do."

That was absurd. He looked away. "I cannot believe that women would think that afew smiles are worth falling in
love with."

"Y ou are an unbelievably handsome man, and you have so much magnetism, so much charm. Y ou flirt with
women, you remember things, you pay attention. Women are putty in your hands." She paused, then said softly, "I
was."

"Viola, you have never been putty in my hands,” he assured her. "If that were true," he said, trying to make light of
it, "I'd have half a dozen sons by now."

She dlid off the seat, stepped away from him and climbed into bed. "1 want to go to sleep.”

He looked back over his shoulder at the cot that had been made up for him in the dressing room. He leaned against
the carved footboard of the bed, gripping its edge in his hands, and looked at her again.

"Tell me onething," he said, and took a deep breath, feeling asif he were about to jump over acliff. The carving
on the footboard was pressing so hard into his hands that it hurt. "Do you want me to sleep in the dressing room?"

She looked away. "I—" She broke off and bit her lip.
"Yesor no."

"I don't want to make love, John. I'm not saying that because I'm angry at you," she added. "Truly. It'sjust that | am
not... | am not inclined to it tonight."

Just holding and touching her for those few brief moments a short time ago had been enough to arouse him. It was
going to be torture to just lie in bed with her and hold her, but if that was how it had to be, he'd endure it. However
many nights he had to, with every intention of persuading her differently every chance he got.

He looked into her eyes and did something he swore he would never do with Violaagain. Helied. "If you don't
want to make love, then | don't, either."

She lowered her gaze, and looked so damn lovely in that huge bed, his bed, with her pristine white nightgown and
her angelic hair. If he could only hear her lusty laugh, he'd think he had died and gone—unbelievable as it might be
—to heaven.

"Where am | sleeping, Viola?"
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She looked at him, and it seemed an eternity before she pulled back the bedclothes. Relief flooded through him,
relief so great it took all he had not to show it. He slid into the bed beside her, and when she turned away, he
wrapped his arms around her, held her fast, buried his face against her hair.

"John," she reproved, but she did not shove his arms away thistime. He went still and laid there in the dark,
holding her body pressed to his. He was deliberately torturing himself, he knew, but he did it anyway.

He'd brought Violato Hammond Park thinking that would solve everything. He deserved this agony for such a
cocky assumption. When it came to his wife, nothing was ever as easy as that.

He was gone when she woke up. Viola sat up in bed, pushing her hair out of her eyes. Sunlight peeped between the
drapery panels at the windows, and she looked around her.

So strange to be here again. Strange, and yet familiar. She leaned back against the headboard, smiling alittle at the
maroon-red walls. John had reminded her not long ago how they had argued about that so long ago. She had
forgotten, but he had remembered.

There was a scratch on the door, and amaid came in with atray. "Morning, my lady,” the girl said, smiling shyly.
"I'm Hill. Second housemaid. Mrs. Miller had me bring your breakfast up. She said you always like to have your
breakfast in bed."

"Miller is still here?"
"Oh, yes. Will be until she'stoo old to stir the puddings, she says."

Violalaughed. "I remember Miller's Christmas pudding. She prepared it in September and she made everyone in
the house come to the kitchens and give it a stir before she put it away in the buttery."

"She still doesthat, my lady. Every year. Even the master has to come stir the Christmas pudding. He never minds,
though."”

"Where is my husband this morning?"
"He'swith Mr. Whitmore, the steward.”

"I see." Violafelt ahint of disappointment as the maid placed the tray across her lap, but she knew he had an estate
to run, and she understood from having managed things at Enderby that it was a great deal of work, especially
since he had been away for the season. She knew she couldn't expect John to have breakfast up here with her every
morning. Even back in the early days he hadn't aways been able to do that.

"Mind if | draw the curtains, my lady?"
"No, | don't mind."
Bright sunlight flooded the room as Hill pulled back the draperies. Viola set the tray aside and got up, then walked
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to the windows. "What alovely day."

"Yes. Not raining for a change. The master said to tell you that if you decide to go walking before he gets back,
you can't go near the stables. He wants to show those to you himself."

Violasmiled, her disappointment about breakfast vanishing in an instant. He wanted to show her the horses.
"Thank you, Hill. Send my maid in, would you? And tell Miss Tate that I'll want to see her in an hour down in the
drawing room."

"I will." The girl smiled back at her, gave a curtsy and started for the door. "It's good to have you here, my lady.
Everyone's glad you've come home."

"I'm glad, too," she said, and meant it.

It was amare, the prettiest chestnut mare she'd seen in along time. "John!" she cried, laughing with delight as the
groom brought the horse to her. "Where did you get her? Tattersall's?"

"About a month ago. Like her?'

"Like her?' She rubbed the mare's nose with her palm. "She's a beauty!" She turned and flung her arms around her
husband's neck and kissed him. "Thank you!" she cried, and returned her attention to the mare. "Come on, let's take
her out!"

She grasped the reins, John lifted her up, and she swung onto the sidesaddle. WWhen he had mounted his gelding,
they set out together. He took her around the estate and the farms, showing her some of the improvements he had
made to the estate over the years, and there were many. After that they headed for the downs, their favorite place—
the rolling hills of open pasture-land that stretched for miles on Hammond property.

She did what he remembered. Asthey galloped across the downs, she tugged at her riding hat, pulled it off and
tossed it into the air, shaking back her loose hair and letting it fly behind her.

Beside her, John began to laugh. "I love that," he called to her.
She smiled back at him. "I know."

They stopped at one of the cliffs at the edge of the downs to rest the horses, and sat on the turf, looking out over the
tenant farms that stretched out below them.

"It looks much improved, John. | remember that it was a bit shabby when | came here the first time."

"It wasin far better condition by the time | brought you here than it was before we got married. Before we were
wed, it was a horror."

Violafrowned, thinking it out. "Was that why we stayed in Scotland for so long?"
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"Yes. | used your dowry to make things halfway decent for your arrival. | also borrowed a huge sum from your
brother to pay off other debts and fix the drains here. Only after that was done did | bring you here."

"Y ou've done an excellent job, then. Everything seems very prosperous now."

"Itis, and that is because of your money as well as the income from the rents." He looked over at her and reached
out to take her hand in his. 1 wanted you to see what |'ve done with your income, Viola."

Shelifted their joined hands to her lips, kissing his. "Thank you."

He looked down over the valley below and gave a short laugh. "The odd thing is, before | came into the title, |
hated this place. | never came here."

She stared at him, not sure she'd heard him right. "But it's your home. It's what you've spent the last nine years
salvaging. You hate it?"'

"I don't hate it now. | did when | was a boy. It was the coldest house you can imagine. Especialy after..." He
paused, then shook his head and spoke again. "I saw my mother only half a dozen times ayear, whenever she could
be bothered to come home from whichever lover she was living with. | barely remember her. My father didn't care.
He had plenty of lovers of his own, unless he was too drunk to visit them. Whenever Father was in residence,
watching him pass out before the dessert was a common occurrence at our table. When | was a boy, the only thing
bearable about this place was leaving it. | always went to Percy's home during the summer holidays."

Violadidn't speak. It was rare for John to speak of things like this, and she didn't want to spoil the moment by
interrupting. She just held his hand and listened.

"Getting sent off to school was the best thing that happened to me," he told her. "Percy and | went to Harrow, and |
seldom saw either of my parents after that. When my mother died, | came down from Cambridge for the funeral,
stayed two hours, and left again. | had no desire to be here, and until my father died, | did not come back."

He turned his head and looked at her. "Y ou've said you didn't know me, and you wanted to. I've never told you
things about me because | didn't want you to know what an irresponsible scapegrace | truly was. Y our brother was
dead right about me, and | thought—" He coughed, looking alittle embarrassed. "I knew you disagreed with him
and thought | was quite awonderful fellow. | didn't want you to ever know how untrue that really was."

He squeezed her hand hard. "When | was at Cambridge, | was so damnably wild. | almost got sent down half a
dozen times. | spent every shilling of my quarterly alowance and then some. | got into debt. | gambled, deep
stakes. | drank."

He lifted her hand, kissed it, let it go. "And then there were the women," he said. "'l had mistresses from the time |
was fifteen, and | gave them the most lavish gifts you can imagine. What did | care? 1'd be a viscount one day. |
spent so much money, and | never gave athought to where it came from. | didn't know, and | didn't want to know.
In other words, | was just like my father, aman | despised.”

It pained her that he talked so disparagingly about himself, and yet she knew there was a great deal of truth init. If
she was ever going to understand him, she had to accept that.
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"Because I'd been away from here for so long," he went on, "I had no idea what sorry shape Hammond Park had
gotten into, and to be honest, it never occurred to meto inquire. After Cambridge, | lived at Enderby. Then | went
on aGrand Tour. Wherever | was, my father till sent me my quarterly allowance, and | still spent every shilling of
it. Then he died of typhoid and | came back to England.”

He reached out, sweeping his arm across the view of the tenant farms in the valley below. "All of that was mine,
and what a pathetic legacy it was. Until | got here, | didn't know that if drains don't get repaired, the standing water
can cause typhoid outbreaks. My father was not the only one who died. There were dozens of others. As| toured
the place, | was shocked by the state of things. Not only the drains, but everything else. My father had bankrupted
it. The tenants were in misery, the animals were sick, the fields were unplanted, and the creditors were about to
take everything that wasn't entailed.”

Anthony had tried to tell her the state of Hammond's finances and what she was getting, but she had refused to
listen to her brother's warnings. She listened now. "That must have been quite a shock to you," she said gently.

He pointed down to one of the thatched cottages below. "There was a girl of twelve who lived there. Nan was her
name. Her mother had just died, | wastold. | was looking over the place, and she stood there in the doorway of that
cottage—so ramshackle it was in those days—and she had her baby sister on her hip. She was dirty and thin, and
she had on this ragged dress. She asked if | was the new lord, and when | said yes, she gave methislook. Sheran
her gaze up and down my elegant suit and white linen, then she looked into my eyes, and | saw such contempt in
hersthat | was shocked. | shall never forget that look in her eyesaslong as 1 live. And what she said. To this day,
it haunts me."

"What did she say?'

"She said, '‘Acorns don't fall far, do they? and turned her back on me and went inside. That was like akick in the
stomach, and something changed inside me. | knew | had to do something about all this. It was my responsibility. |
was the lord."

"That's when you decided to marry agirl with money."

He looked at her with defiant eyes, unashamed. "Yes. And | was scared enough and desperate enough that | lied to
that girl towin her. | lied to her and | manipulated her with every wile | could think of, and | let her fall in love
with the man she thought | was. I'd do it again, Viola. | don't regret it." He grabbed her by the shoulders and kissed
her mouth, a hard kiss, as defiant as the fire in his eyes. He pushed her down into the soft grass and rolled her
backward, down into adip in the turf where they could not be seen from the valley below. He leaned over her and
slid one arm behind her head. "I'll never regret it."

She looked up at her handsome husband, into his proud face. "I don't regret it, either.”
"You don't?"

"No, John," she said, and meant it. "l don't know quite when | realized it, but | don't regret marrying you. Maybe |
realized it that day in the boat when you made up that poem about me." She smiled and reached up to toy with a
lock of hisdark brown hair in her fingers. "Y ou always have been a silver-tongued devil."
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His lashes lowered a fraction and he smiled back at her. His hand spread over her hip. "Does this mean | get to steal
some kisses today ?'

She pursed her lips, pretending to think about it. "That depends. Are you going to make up with me first?'
"No."
"No?" she repeated, and let her hand fall. "What do you mean, no?'

"I am not going to make up." Even as he said it, he grasped a handful of her broadcloth riding habit and began
pulling the skirt upward. "l did it last time. Thistime, it's your turn to do the making up."

He was so outrageous sometimes. "We're supposed to take turns now?"

He nodded, sliding her skirt up her leg. With a huff of pretended vexation, she made a halfhearted effort to jerk her
skirt back down, but he managed to maneuver his hand beneath the layers of broadcloth and undergarments. "I'm
getting tired of being the only one who ever does this making up business,” he said, caressing her calf above the top
of her boot.

"That's because you're always the one doing something wrong."

"The conceit of the woman!" He slid his palm along her calf, moving in lazy upward circles to her thigh. "Torture
me all night by lying there right next to me without even trying to kiss and make up, and you say you've done
nothing wrong?"

"One whole night," she murmured, and closed her eyes, breathing in deeply as that aching warmth started through
her, the ache of desire he could always bring with his hands. She was giving in. She'd known she would all along.
"How you must have been suffering."”

"More than you can imagine. And was a deuced good sport about it, too." He moved his hand higher, rubbed his
fingers across the top of her thigh right where her birthmark was. "Come on, Viola. Say you're sorry for torturing
me so cruelly."

She closed her eyes and shook her head. She began to laugh. "I'm not sorry."

John's hand moved between her thighs, and any thought of laughing went out of her head. She moved beneath him
with a soft moan, and his fingers brushed the curls between her legs, just enough to torment her. " Say you want to

make up."

She arched upward into his hand, excitement rising as he began to caress her in that exquisite place. "I'm not saying
it,"” she gasped, her hips moving faster with the strokes of his hand.

"Say it," he demanded, caressing her over and over, until her arousal climbed to afever pitch.

"No, no. | shan't."
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"Fine." He pulled his hand away and rolled onto his back away from her.

"Oh, you are such atease!" she cried, laughing. She sat up and leaned over him. "Y ou are the one who should be
sorry for tormenting me in this wicked way." She paused, and ran her hand over his chest and down hisflat
abdomen. "l shall exact my revenge.”

Shelaid her hand over hisgroin, felt his erection. He drew in a sharp breath as she began to unbutton his trousers,
and he groaned when she took him in her hand.

She made it last. He'd taught her how along time ago, and she remembered. She wrapped her hand around him and
stroked him until his hips began to thrust upward, then she relaxed her grip, rubbing her finger lightly along the
underside of his penis, up and down, just the way she knew tormented him. She brought her mouth close enough
that he would feel her breath on his shaft, then she kissed the tip. His hand touched her hair, wanting to keep her
there for more of that pleasure, but she sat up, too quick for him.

"All right," he said, his breath coming hard and fast, "Y ou win. You win. I'll say it first. Let's make up."

She straddled him, opened over him, took him inside her. She felt him thrust upward, deep into her, again and
again. She watched his face in the sunlight as he came, and she felt thejoy of it asif it were her pleasure when he
cried out her name.

Afterward, she leaned down and kissed him. "Tricked you. Made you say it first."

"So you did." He opened his eyes and smiled that heart-stopping smile. He pushed her hair back to caress her face.
"I hope to hell you're planning to trick me again tonight."

Chapter 18

Chapter Graphic

Previous|[Top||Next

John lost no time in making it clear to the staff at Hammond Park that when the breakfast tray was brought, a
simple scratch on the door to announce the fact would be enough, and to place the tray in the corridor. Until the
breakfast tray was back outside the door and empty, there were to be no servants coming into the master's room
unless the house was on fire. Asthe days of June went by, he and Viola had breakfast in bed together nearly every
morning.

He trounced her at chess every time they played, but let her win at piquet to make up for it. He got his wish and
taught her to swim. Naked, by moonlight.
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They gave afete and all the country families came. They had dinner parties for the local gentry. They raced on the
downs and he got to see her hair fly back behind her every time. He spent alot of money on new riding hats for
her. He didn't care.

June gave way to July. Slowly, the emptiness in-side John—the emptiness he had never known existed until that
night in the rain in Grosvenor Square—began to give way to the contentment he so badly wanted, that he had
missed for so long. The cold war of the years gone by seemed far away, and he began to forget that there had ever
been atime when Violawasn't sleeping beside him.

They fought often. Usually because she would insist on talking about things, and he avoided it as often as possible.
They always made up, and he liked that part. A lot. No matter how many times they fought, there was no sleeping
on acot in the dressing room.

He loved to tease her because she always fell for it. When she asked him if they could have Dylan, Grace,
Anthony, and Daphne come for a house party, he played it for all it was worth.

"No."

She looked at him over the breakfast tray, wide-eyed and pretty with her hair loose, surrounded by snowy white
sheets and pillows. "Why not?"

"Y our brother hates me."

"He doesn't hate you."

John munched on a slice of bacon. "He would happily cut off my head if he could get away with it."
"Dylan will be here to keep things civil."

"Hah! Dylan never keepsthings civil. He just sits back and enjoys the fray and laughs.”

"Grace, then. And Daphne." She pushed the tray aside and moved closer to him. "Daphne likes you. She's been on
your side for ages. Even when | still thought you were a scoundrel, she defended you."

"She did?" That surprised him, but then he remembered his sister-in-law's face that day when Viola had run off to
Enderby.

| know how desperation feels, Hammond.

"I have agreat deal of respect for Tremore's wife," he said, "but it does not alter the fact that your brother loathes
me."

Violasnuggled up to him, kissed his ear. "Maybe it's time the two of you made up."”

He turned his head, let her kiss him. Then he leaned back in bed, looking at her through half-closed eyes. "If |
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agreeto this," he drawled, "do | get some kind of reward?"

Her hand fluttered to his bare chest and she pressed her lips together, knowing full well she'd already won and
trying not to smile about it, playing the game. "What do you want?"'

He told her, and she blushed from head to toe. But ten days later the Duke of Tremore and Mr. Dylan Moore and
their wives received invitations to spend the last two weeks of August at Hammond Park.

The warm, lazy days of August drifted by. Every day, John found some way to make her laugh. He made up the
most absurd limericks for her, and sometimes he read her poetry he'd written. She began to sense his moods and the
nature of them, though it was like prying open live oysters to get him to tell her anything of a personal nature. He
usually deflected it with awitty comment or a careless change of subject. She learned not to ask such questions,
coming to understand he would tell her things when he was ready to do so, and not before. On those rare occasions
when he chose to reveal himself in some sort of personal way, it awaystook her by surprise. One evening when
they were in the library and she was going over menu plans for the impending house party, John finally told her
about the trifle.

She was reading through the suggestions of Mrs. Miller, shaking her head. "No, no," she murmured to herself.
"Thiswon't do at all." Violapicked up aquill, dipped it in the inkwell, and crossed out one of the cook's
suggestions.

"What won't do?" John asked over the top of his newspaper.
"Pate. Anthony hates pate. Always has. The very idea of liver makes him green. | won't subject him to it."
John laughed. "I'd love to see Tremore turn green."

"Stop it, John." She shot him awarning look. "This party is partly so that the two of you can rec-onrile, remember?
| should so likeit if the two of you became friends."

"I know, | know." He gave the sigh of a suffering husband. "No liver, then. What other delights am | going to be
deprived of during your brother'svisit?'

"There won't be any trifle, if you were worried about that," she said gently.
"Better not be, or | shall give Miller the sack. She knows better."

Violawanted to ask about it but knew he would not tell her. She resumed going over the menu. She crossed off
mutton, which she despised, and replaced it with beef fillets. She added a selection of chocolates to be ordered
because Daphne liked chocolates. She was contemplating the wine selections when John spoke.

"It was because my sister died." His voice was so low, she barely heard his words.

"Your sister?' She looked over at him, surprised by a comment that seemed to come out of nowhere. Her husband
wasn't looking at her. Instead, he was staring down at his newspaper.
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"Thetrifle," he said. "It was because of my sister, Kate. | was seven, and | wasin the nursery upstairs, eating my
dinner when | found out. My nanny was the one who told me. My mother could not be bothered to leave her lover
in Paris, and my father was at his mistresss homein Y orkshire. It's odd, you know," he added, his voice so terribly
soft that the sound of it hurt her heart.

She walked over to his chair, knelt beside it, put her hand on his knee. "What is odd?"

"How things come back to you and tear you up even if they happened years ago. | don't remember anything else
about that day, but | remember what dessert | had. | was sitting there staring at that damned bowl, and the only
thing | was thinking when my nanny was breaking the news to me was that trifle was Kate's favorite thing in the
world, and she wasn't going to get to eat it anymore.”

One hand balled into afist, crumpling the newspaper. "Even now, | missmy sister," he said through clenched teeth,
asif the words were being torn out of him. He let go of the paper and rubbed the heels of his hands over hiseyes, a
savage, furtive movement with his face turned away from her.

"Kate made everything bearable, you see. It's been twenty-eight years since then, and | know it sounds stupid, but
every time | seetrifle, the red jam and the yellow custard and the white cream, | am seven years old again, and my
parents are hundreds of miles away, and my sister isdead, and | have that awful, sick feeling in my guts." He did
not look at her. Instead, he straightened in his chair, smoothed out the newspaper and pretended to resume reading
it asif nothing had happened.

She looked at his stiff, proud profile, and she thought of why she had fallen in love with him when she was
seventeen. For his smile and his wit, for hisway of making her laugh. But she wasn't seventeen anymore, and when
she looked at him now, she saw none of those things that had mattered to her so long ago. And at that moment,
because they were not there, Violafell in love with John Hammond al over again.

She knew there were no words she could say that would be of any use, so she said none. Instead, she reached over
and pulled the newspaper gently away from him. "Come with me," she said, and took one of his handsin hers.

"Where are we going?"'

"Just let me bein charge of things for a change, will you?' She pulled him to hisfeet and led him upstairs. She lit
the lamp in their room and began to undress him. She removed his evening coat and his cravat and tossed them
aside. She unbuttoned his waistcoat, his braces and his shirt, and pulled them off one by one. He stood there silent
as she undressed him. There was no smile on his lips. His handsome face was grave as he watched her hands roam
over hisbody. Hewasrigidly still, his muscles hard and tense beneath the light caress of her fingers.

She ran her hands over his naked torso—his wide shoulders and chest, along his abdomen. She sank to her knees
and unbuttoned his trousers. He was flagrantly aroused as she took him in her hand.

She kissed the head of his penis, and he breathed in deeply, sinking his hand into the knot of her hair. Head thrown
back, he groaned as she parted her lips and took him in her mouth. She stroked him in her palm and sucked him
with her mouth. With her free hand, she gently cupped his testes.
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He made a rough sound and stopped her. He caught her hands and shoved them away. Gripping her shoulders, he
pulled her to her feet. He kissed her hard and his hands began tugging at her skirts, pulling them up, quick and
desperate, out of control.

Tossing up yards of silk and muslin, he wadded her skirts between them, then he gripped her buttocks in his hands
and lifted her. "Wrap your legs around me," he ordered, and when she did, he impaled her against him as he
pressed her back against the wall.

"Oh God, oh God," he groaned, and thrust into her hard—once, twice. Then he came, tremors running through his
body as he climaxed.

He held her there, pressed to the wall, gulping in air. Then, slowly, he lowered her to her feet. He caught her ina
frantic hold, tight against him, kissing her hair. "Viola," he whispered. "My wife. My wife."

Chapter 19

Chapter Graphic

Previous||Top||Next

Despite John's doubts about having her brother come for avisit, Violawas looking forward to it. She knew
Anthony would be polite, if only for her sake and the sake of good manners, and once he saw how contented she
was, he would begin to forgive and forget. Daphne, of course, would be able to encourage that happy outcome.
And Dylan and Grace would aso be of great assistance in bringing about atruce, for they were friends to both
sides. By the end of the fortnight visit, Anthony and John would each be regarding the other man as a brother. At
least, that was how Viola hoped things would go.

Despite her hopes, things did not start out well. The first few days were awkward beyond belief. She knew that
both her husband and her brother were trying to be civil, but John's attempts at light-hearted humor did not amuse
Anthony, and her brother's resentment of John's past behavior was palpable. That made for long silences at dinner,
broken only by the occasional comment from Dylan and the skillful use of small talk by Daphne, Grace, and
herself. Thetrickiest part of the evening, however, was always when the men remained in the dining room for port
and brandy after dinner while the ladies retired to the drawing room. Custom usually dictated this practice to last
about half an hour. However, less than half that amount of time was usually all that elapsed before the men were
joining them. Until the fifth night of the visit. That night, everything changed.

Fifteen minutes went by, then half an hour, then an hour, then more. "What do you suppose they are doing down
there?' Viola asked the other two women, trying not to be nervous. "Are they getting along or killing each other?”

Suddenly, male laughter erupted from downstairs, and Viola grasped Daphne's arm. "Listen," she ordered as
another round of hearty male amusement was heard.
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"They are laughing," Viola said, stunned. She glanced from Daphne to Grace and back again. "Anthony and John
are together, and they are laughing.”

"Probably because they are drunk," Grace said serenely, taking asip of her madeira. There was a hint of
amusement in her green eyes as she looked at Viola. "Dylan said this stupid feud between his two best friends had
gone on long enough. He said he was going to get them both drunk tonight and put an end to it once and for all."

"Getting them drunk?' Daphne repeated. "That's his solution? What if they kill each other instead?”
"| asked him the same question.” Grace smiled, tucked back aloose strand of her blond hair, and took another sip
of her wine. "Dylan said that wouldn't happen. John is especially witty when he's drunk, and Anthony is always

much more amiable because he forgets to be ducal and haughty."

Another round of male laughter echoed up from the dining room, and Violarose to her feet. "I cannot stand it," she
said. "My curiosity is eating away at me. | have to find out what they are laughing about down there. Come on."

The other two women willingly accompanied her out of the drawing room and down the stairs. They huddled
together outside the dining room and listened. It only took a moment to discover what all the laughing was about.
The three men were composing limericks. Naughty ones.

"There once was a bawd from Cheshire," Dylan began as Viola peeked around the edge of the door to have alook
at them.

"There once was a bawd from Cheshire," Dylan said again, then stopped. "What rhymes with Cheshire?' he asked
as he poured himself a brandy from the half-empty bottle in front of him.

"Stupid question, Moore," John said at once, and took a sip of his port. "Pleasure, of course. What else?"

"Measure," Anthony suggested, and uttered a cry of triumph. "I've got it," he said, and leaned forward in his chair,
lifting his glass of port. "There once was a bawd from Cheshire, with talents well beyond measure. A face like a
lime, pickled with time, but God, could she give a man pleasure.”

The other two men burst out laughing, and Viola shook her head in amazement. Her brother was composing
naughty limericks with John and Dylan.

"Deuce takeit, Tremore," John said, "you've ataent for this. We must do another one. There once was a girl from
Norfolk..."

Viola pulled back from the doorway and whispered, "And to think men are the ones who rule the world."
"Frightening, isn't it?" Grace whispered back.

The three women nodded agreement on that point and tiptoed back up the stairs. Once they were back in the
drawing room, Daphne fell into a chair, laughing merrily, and said, "Viola, | think we can be sure of two things.
First, that my husband and yours are going to get along much better in future. And second, when they wake up
tomorrow, all three of them will be very cranky."
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Violasmiled, thinking that a very small price to pay for domestic peace.

Though Daphne's prediction about how the men would fedl the following morning came true, the outcome of that
evening was a successful one. By the time her guests had been at Hammond Park a little over a week, John and
Anthony were discussing business ventures together, fishing for trout, and agreeing on some issues of politics.
Dylan, Viola noticed, often took an outrageously opposing view, and she realized it was deliberate, for it always
forced Anthony and John to stand together against him on atopic. Dylan had always been a devilishly clever
fellow.

On the eighth day of the visit, they took tea at the home of Lord and Lady Steyne, and this further cemented good
relations, for Earl Steyne was good friends with John and was well-respected by Anthony.

The following morning, all six of them went riding before breakfast, and Anthony was so impressed with his
sister's beautiful mare, he insisted that if they bred her, he wanted afoal. Y es, Viola thought watching her brother
and her husband discussing horses as they walked back to the house, the visit was going famously.

"Hammond, your gardens are lovely,” Daphne commented as the six of them mounted the wide front steps and
crossed the portico toward the front doors of the house. "I now have many new ideas for our gardens at Tremore
Hall," shetold her husband.

"My wife has become quite passionate about English gardens,” Anthony told the men. "And why? She likesto
walk in them in the rain. She says an English garden in the rain smellslike heaven.”

Before anyone could comment about that, the sound of carriage wheels crunching on the gravel was heard, and all
of them paused on the portico, turning as an unmarked carriage pulled into the drive and came to a stop.

The footman jumped off the dummy board. He opened the door, unfolded the steps, and a slender woman in green
descended from the vehicle. She lifted her head and saw them.

It was Emma Rawlins.

Viola could scarcely believe it. The woman glanced at her, and though her eyes widened in surprise, she turned her
attention to John at once.

"My lord," she said, halting at the bottom of the steps, "you and | have business to discuss.”

Business? It was brass indeed for aformer mistress to come to a man's home. And to speak thus, in front of his
wife and his guests was unthinkable, but Emma did not seem to care about the propriety of it.

We've no business, madam, John said evenly, his face expressionless. "l thought | had made that clear."
"Clear?' Her voice rose shrilly. "How could you make anything clear when you have not written to me? Nor have

you answered my letters."
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"I answered the first three. After that | saw no point."

"Y ou did not even read them. Y ou sent them back." She reached into the pockets of her skirt and pulled out
handfuls of paper-folded pink sheets just like those Viola had seen that day at Enderby. She threw them in his face.
"Y ou are the cruelest man | have ever known!"

"Control yourself, Mrs. Rawlins," he said in alow voice as letters fluttered all around him to the ground. "We are
not alone."

"Control myself?* she cried. "Why should |”?* She cast aglance in Violas direction. "Because your wife is here?
Because you have guests? Because it might humiliate you?' Her face twisted with terrible pain and she began to
weep. "It is| who have been humiliated, my lord. Not you!"

Asif her strength had suddenly given way, she fell into aheap at hisfeet. "l loved you," she said, sagging against
the stone steps. "God, how | loved you. | gave you everything, John. Everything. How could you do this to me?"

Violastared at the woman in horror, watching Emma's shoulders shake with the force of her cry ing, watching her
fingers curling in spasms against the cool gray flagstones near his boots.

She glanced around, but all the people on the portico, including the servants who had come out of the house at the
sound of the carriage, were watching the woman as if paralyzed, staring at Emma as if they were witnessing some
horrible accident. No one moved.

"Y ou loved me, too," Emma moaned. "I know you did. You must have. The things you said. All the special things
you did because | liked them. The yellow roses you sent because you knew they were my favorites, and the tea
from Ceylon you gave me because | once said | liked it. You did love me. You did."

Violalooked into her husband's face. He was staring down at the woman sprawled at his feet, hands behind his
back, tight-lipped and silent. His face was white, his body utterly still. His countenance was blank, with no emotion
init, no affection, no compassion, nothing.

"What did | do to drive you away?' Emmallifted her face, looking at him in bewilderment, tears streaking her
cheeks. "What did | do wrong?"

John made a wordless sound, and reached out a hand toward the bent head in front of him asiif in pity, then
changed his mind and pressed hisfist to his mouth.

"I wrote you," she went on, heedless of all the other people watching, "sheets and sheets. And your secretary sent
them back to me with a letter from him to never write you again." She let out afaint, bitter wail, so like a wounded
animal that Violawas startled. The woman's body slumped forward, red curls falling over her face. "Y our
secretary. After everything we had, what we once meant to each other, you couldn't even be bothered to write such
aletter to mein your own hand?"

Viola stared down at the weeping woman on the stone steps. She pressed her fingers to her mouth, her heart aching
with pity, and she could not bear it. She started forward, then stopped, knowing that as John's wife it would be
cruel beyond belief for her to attempt to give comfort or assistance to this woman. She turned to Daphne and Grace.
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Daphne caught her pleading glance. Asif coming out of a daze, she moved, turning to touch Grace's shoulder. The
two of them stepped forward in unison, descending the steps on either side of the wretched woman. Together, they
made an attempt to lift her to her feet.

Emma’s head snapped up, the bright red lights in her hair glinting like fire in the morning sun. She slapped away
the hands that tried to assist her and jumped up on her own. She stumbled backward down the steps but stayed on
her feet, staring at John. "I hate you!" she cried, hands balling into fists. "I loved you, and all my love was wasted.
And for what? I'll show you the results of loving you."

Whirling around, she ran for her coach asif to depart. Flinging open the door, she reached inside and pulled a
bundle from the coach. It was only when she turned around again that Viola could see what it was. It was a baby.

"Look at him!" Emma demanded, holding the child with its face toward John. "Look at your son. What do you
think | wrotein all those letters | sent you? The letters you couldn't even be bothered to read. | told you that | was
with child. And yes, heisyours, John. Y ou shall pay the support for him, per the terms of our contract.”

She gave the tiny baby a shake asif it were alifeless doll, and that snapped Viola out of shock and into action. She
walked down the steps and over to the woman. As gently as she could, she took the baby from her. Emma, green
eyes glittering with tears of pain and devastation, barely noticed. Her gaze was fixed on John, demanding he do
right by her.

The baby was crying. Viola cradled him in her arms, patting his bottom and making little soothing sounds. She
turned to look at her husband again and found he was not looking at Emma. Instead, he was looking at her. His face
might have been carved out of stone.

Violafelt cold suddenly, cold in the sultry August air, and she wondered how any man could be the cause of such a
heartbreaking display, watch it play out before him, and say nothing to the miserable woman, not even a kind word.
She stared back at her husband, waiting in expectation for him to do something.

A muscle worked in hisjaw, hislips parted, but he did not speak. Instead, he turned on his heel and strode toward
the house.

"I hate you, John!" Emma shouted after him. "I hate you, and | will hate you until the day | die!" She turned,
grabbed a leather traveling case from the carriage and turned, throwing it at Viola's feet. Then, without retrieving
the baby, she climbed up into her carriage, slammed the door, and thumped sharply on the roof with her fist. The
footman jumped on the back of the carriage, and her driver pulled away. The carriage rolled out of the graveled
drive and down the lane toward Falstone.

Daphne, Grace, Dylan, and Anthony all went into the house, but Viola did not follow them. Instead, she turned and
walked in the opposite direction. She circled around the side of the house, spied a stone bench by kitchen gardens,
and sat down. She held the tiny baby close and kissed his cheek, listening to his heart-wrenching sobs and feeling
his tears on her face. "Hell," she said, and started crying herself.

John strode straight through the house and out the back. He walked through the gardens, past the stables and into
the woods. He had no conscious direction, no conscious thought. Outrage smothered him, but it could not smother
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the sound of Emma Rawlins's wrenching sobs. They seemed to reverberate all around him—from the trees and the
sky and the ground beneath his feet as he walked.

Hetried to tell himself that his outrage was justified for Emmals gall in coming to his house and for the horrible
scene to which she had subjected Viola. Outrage at fate for giving him a son who could never be the heir he
needed. Outrage at the whole baffling idea that a mistress would fall in love. The tea, the roses, harmless things, so
innocuous. How could any woman think that those things and cold, hard sterling for bedroom services amounted to
love?

Violas voice echoed through his mind, overtaking Emma's wretched sobbing.

Oh, John, do you not see? Women fall in love with you. It'sin the way you smile and the things you say. The way
you pay attention to what we tell you and how you remember what we like.

Ludicrous, he'd thought at the time. Viola being overly sentimental and kindhearted about a woman she should by
all rights despise. Emma Rawlinsin love with him was silly, absurd. Y et, only moments ago, Emma Rawlins had
debased herself at hisfeet.

Not so silly after all.

He hadn't known, he told himself. He'd never dreamt the woman had such passionate feelings for him. And a baby
with her had never entered his head. Why should it have? He had used the proper protections. Could he be sure the
child was his? What business did a mistress have falling in love with a man anyway?

Even as he heard his own attempts at self-defense and justification, they nauseated him. Loathing followed on
naused's hedls, loathing for himself and his thoughtless, callous behavior.

That was really the cause of his anger. Not poor Emma, who had been pregnant and hiding from the shame of it in
France, writing him all those letters, no doubt terribly frightened at what would happen to her if he continued to
ignore her. Nor was he angry at fate. Whether it was fornication or lovemaking, whether it was with or without the
protection of French letters, children were the eventual, inevitable result, as hard as that was for a man to remember
when awoman was in his arms and his wits were slipping. No, all his outrage was directed at himself.

John stopped walking and leaned his back against atree. Nothing has changed, he realized with despair. After all
that he had done these past nine years to become a responsible man, to do his duty by his estates and his family
name, to be a good caretaker of his wife'sincome and his own, yet in his private life, he was still as careless and
thoughtless of the feelings of others as he had been as a youth. And as heedless of the consequences of his actions.

He sank down to the ground and put his head in his hands, Emma's pathetic wail of sorrow ringing in his ears. Her
emotional display might have been pitiful, but it was he who deserved the blame for it. He and he alone.

No, mistresses were not supposed to fall in love, but it was clear that sometimes they did. Violahad tried to tell
him, had tried to explain, had tried to make him understand. He had refused to listen, refused to believeit. But he
was now faced with the undeniable truth and the wretched results. He was now face-to-face with something he'd
been running from hiswhole life: the weaknesses in his own character.
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Viola had married him because she had loved him, she had trusted him, and he had lied to her. It had seemed
harmless enough at the time, even kind. He hadn't realized just what a deep and lasting wound he would inflict with
something he'd thought so innocuous.

Do you love me? she'd asked him, her beautiful hazel eyes wide, so hopeful, so painfully vulnerable.

Of course | do, he'd answered, lightly, laughing, giving her akiss and a careless smile and the answer she wanted
because it had been the easy thing to do. The convenient thing. The only thing that would get him what he needed.
Had his father been in his place, his father would have lied just as he had done. Without blinking an eye.

For the first time, John understood what he was. A heartbreaker. He'd held Violas heart in his hands nine years
ago, and with thoughtless disregard, he had broken it. He hadn't known what he'd been toying with.

Peggy Darwin had loved him, too. She'd said it once, laughing, with a pain in her eyes when he hadn't said it back.
Y es, she'd been married, but to a man who did not love her. She'd been starved for affection, and he'd willingly
provided it. And he had ended it without a second thought.

Four years had passed since then, but that day in the draper's shop a few months back, Peggy had still looked at
him with a hint of what had been in her eyes when she'd said she loved him, a hint of what was in Emmals face
today, a hint of what Viola had felt for him when she had married him.

Viola. That hurt most of al. No bandages for her wounds, no way to mend her heart or laugh it all away. She
would hate him now as much as she ever had, loathing him as much as he loathed himself. How could she not?

John rubbed his hands over his face. He couldn't bear to think about Violaright now. One thing at atime. He had a
baby son, and he had to figure out what to do about that first.

There'd be no walking away. He knew that much. He'd told Violathat: no more walking away. He'd meant it about
her and their marriage, but he knew it applied to every single thing in hislife.

John stood up and went back toward the house, making for the stables. He had a groom saddle his horse, and he
rode to Falstone.

Her tears were dry by the time Anthony found her in the garden. He sat down beside her on the stone bench. He
studied her and the baby in her arms for along moment, then said, "I could kill him, but somehow, | don't think
you want me to do that, do you?"

"No." Violasmiled alittle and looked at him. "But thank you for offering. Very noble and brotherly of you."
"If it'sany comfort to you, he did break with the Rawlins woman before the season even began. | know that much."
"I know it, t0o." She paused. "I love him, you know. | have always loved him. Even when | hated him."

Anthony put an arm around her shoulders. "Would you like me to take you away from here?’
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Viola had been contemplating that very thing for over an hour. She thought of her husband, the charming man who
could make everyday life such a delight, and she tried to reconcile that man with the one who had stood stone-
faced afew moments ago while a heartbroken woman lay sob bing at his feet. With sudden clarity, she understood
what it meant when her husband bore that hard, implacable expression. It was the face of a man in agony who
wanted to make everything right and did not know how.

Violastood up. "No, Anthony," she answered her brother's question, "1 am not going anywhere. What | would like
isfor everyone to go home. Hammond and | need to work this out ourselves."

Herose to hisfeet. "Are you sure?'

Violalooked down at the baby in her arms. This was her husband's son. His affair with Emma Rawlins wasin the
past, ended before he had ever come back to her, and she was not going to condemn him for things in the past. The
past could never be undone, and it was the future that mattered.

She knew her husband well enough to know that he would do right by his son now that he knew about him. By the
fact that Emma had |eft the child behind, it was clear the woman did not want it. The baby was staying right here,
Violadecided, and so was she.

That meant she was a mother now. She had things to do. The nursery had to be cleaned. A nanny and a wet nurse
would have to be hired. Viola held the baby tight, kissed him, and made him a silent promise. The woman who had
borne him might not want him, but she did. And she was go ing to love him and be the best mother to him that she
could be.

She looked up at her brother. "I'm sure," she said quietly.

Chapter 20

Chapter Graphic

Previous||Top||Next

Emma was staying at the Black Swan. John presented his card to the innkeeper's wife and waited in the parlor
while she took it up to Emma's room. Ten minutes later Emma came down. Inside the parlor of the inn, she shut the
door and leaned back against it.

"The baby isyours,” she said at once. "Are you going to deny it?"

Her face was pale, still blotchy with tears. Her resentment was palpable, her pain obvious, her love for him
undeniable.

"No," he answered. "I believe you." He looked down at his hat in his hands, drew a deep breath and looked at her
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again. "I'm sorry, Emma," he said simply. "I am so sorry."

She moved across the room and sat down on the settee. He sat beside her. Head bent, she stared at her hands. "Do
you think saying you are sorry is going to make everything all right?"'

"No." He set his hat aside. "But | have been told of late that although | talk alot of nonsense, | am not aman who is
good at talking about things that matter. An apology matters, | think. | owe you that, and so much more."

He saw atear fall on her hand.

No walking away.

He pulled out a handkerchief and handed it to her. "I did not know about the baby."
"If you had read any of my letters, you would have known."

"I read the first few. Why did you not tell me straight away?"

She sniffed, dabbed the linen to her eyes. Without looking at him, she mumbled, "At first, | didn't want to believe it
myself. | kept ignoring it, hoping it wasn't true. Weak of me not to face the truth."”

"] understand." Indeed, he did.

"By thetime | saw you at Kettering's ball, | knew | had to face up to things, and | wanted so badly to talk with you,
to get you aloneto tell you, but you were with your wife."

The last word was said with venom, which he chose to ignore. He supposed it was understandable from her point
of view. "Go on," he said.

"I came to your house in Bloomsbury Square, but you were not at home. At least, your butler told me so.”

In that, at least, he was blameless. "If you came to see me, Emma, | knew nothing of it. | must truly not have been
home at the time."

She twisted the handkerchief in her hands. "By then | was starting to show, and | knew | had to leave town. |
couldn't bear the gossip, and | took what money | had left from your settlement and went to France. | have acousin
who livesthere. | have been living with her and writing to you from Calais."

"Why did you not send a second to tell me?"

"Who would | send?' She looked at him, green eyes wide and helpless. "Except for my one cousin, who is awidow
like myself, my family disowned me long ago. It was because | married Rawlins. Such a scoundrel he was, and he
left me nothing when he died.”

Shefell silent, crying quietly into his handkerchief.
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That was how women became mistresses. Desperation. God, he knew all about that. He also knew women always
loved a scoundrel. It was one of the most baffling things about their sex, but it was an irrefutable fact. He was
living proof.

He'd never asked her one thing about her life before he'd met her, not about her circumstances, her finances, nor
anything else. His concerns had been wholly selfish ones, and the shame of the man he had been would haunt him
for the rest of his days. His crossto bear, and one he heartily deserved, but he would never be that man again.

No going back.

"What is my son's name, Emma?"

"James."

His father's Christian name. Now that was an irony. "What do you want to do about the baby?' he asked.

"I can't kegp him, John," she said, her voice rising with her despair. "l can't. He is a bastard. People will talk about
it, say things about me and about him. Horrid things. | couldn't bear it. I'm not very good at being a mistress, I'm
afraid."

"Y ou're not hard enough for it, Em," he said gently. "I should have seen that. What are you going to do?"

"I am going to America. | intend to make anew life, and | can't take the baby with me. The post coach goesin a
few hours, and | must be on it. The next ship for New Y ork sails out of Liverpool intwo days, and | have passage.”

She sniffed. "Terribly selfish of me."

"No, it's not. It's perfectly understandable." He took a deep breath, chose his words with care. "If you cannot keep
him, then | should like to. Keep him and raise him."

"What?' She looked at him askance. "Y ou want to raise him in your own house? A bastard son?"

"Yes"

Emma's eyes welled up with tears again, and she turned her face away, pressing his balled-up handkerchief to her
nose. She didn't say it, but he knew she was wishing that he wasn't married to someone else, that they could raise

the baby— their son—together.

After amoment, she spoke. "What... what do we have to do? Are there papers to sign, or something? | do not have
much time."

"My attorney isjust down the High Street. Let's go see him and have it done right now. Y ou can get on that ship
and go make that new life."

"Yes, yes," she agreed eagerly, her relief obvious. "Let's go now."
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An hour later, papers were in his pocket that made James his son. Emmawillingly gave up all rights and claims to
the boy and agreed to a cash settlement in exchange. His attorney raised an eyebrow at the amount of the
settlement, but John knew it would never be enough. As they were standing by the post coach, he said, "Emma?"

She paused in the act of stepping into the vehicle and turned to look at him.

"If you ever need anything, money or credit, anything of that kind, write to me." He started to smile, then stopped.
"I'll read it, | swear."

She began to weep again and turned away. She stepped in the post coach and looked at him through the window.
"Don't tell him about me, John. Not ever."

"Good-bye, Em."

John watched the coach pull away, and he knew that despite Emma's wishes, he was one day going to tell James
about his mother. The boy would ask, and he deserved to know that his mother had been a sweet woman whose
only mistake had been falling in love with the wrong man.

He turned and started back to the Black Swan to get his horse. When he reached the inn, he walked toward the
stables, then stopped, suddenly rooted to the sidewalk.

A richly appointed carriage stood before the doors of the Wild Boar, arival inn across the street from the Black
Swan. The carriage bore the unmistakable insignia of the Duke of Tremore, and it was loaded with trunks and
traveling cases.

Violawas leaving him. Her brother was taking her away. John's heart rejected it utterly, his mind went blank, and
his body moved, straight toward the doors of the Wild Boar.

They were having amidday meal at the inn before starting home, and Viola had come with them. Dylan and
Anthony had gone to the barkeep to each get atankard of ale and discuss the state of the roads for travel, and the
three women were seated at one of the tablesin the crowded dining room.

"How does one go about finding awet nurse?' she asked the other two women. "l haven't any idea."
"See the local doctor,"” Daphne answered. "He would know."
"Excellent idea. After we're finished here, | will call on Dr. Morrison."

"Are you certain you wish to take thison, Viola?' Grace asked. "There will be talk. Mean and vicious talk. Taking
on achild that is not your own, anillegitimate child, is very difficult.”

"Y ou managed it," Viola pointed out, referring to Dylan's eight-year-old daughter, Isabel, whose mother had been a
courtesan.

"I know, but Isabel was older, and Dylan wasn't married to me at that time," she answered. "And Dylan isn't a peer.
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Your situation is a bit different. No other lord's wife would keep her husband's illegitimate child in her own house
and raise it. And what if John doesn't want to do it?"

"John will want to keep the baby." She was absolutely sure of that. She didn't know why. Perhaps it was because
she remembered the look on his face when he'd been holding baby Nicholas.

Dylan and Anthony joined them just then and sat down, placing their tankards on the table.

"I agree with Viola," Dylan said, entering the conversation as he sat down beside his wife. "Hammond will keep it.
He's mad on babies at present.”

Anthony made a sound of clear skepticism. "How good afather will he be, is my question.”

"Thereisonly one important question involved in any of this," Daphne said. "Viola, does Hammond love you?"'
Anthony groaned. "Trust awoman to always bring love into any discussion."

"Does he?' Daphne repeated, ignoring that comment.

Violalooked at her sister-in-law with awobbly smile. "I honestly don't know."

At that moment the door of the Wild Boar opened and the subject of their conversation walked in. He took one
look around and strode straight toward them.

He yanked off his hat and halted at their table, facing his wife, ignoring everyone else. He took a deep breath,
looked into her eyes, and said one word. "No."

"What?' Violablinked, staring at him. "No, what? Are you talking about the baby?"
"No, you're not leaving me. | won't let you."

Violaslips parted in astonishment as his words slowly sank in. He thought she was leaving him. "John—" she
began.

"No arguments about this, Viola." He gestured around the table with his hat. "They can all go home, but you're not
going anywhere."

Shetried again. "l1—"
"And we're keeping James."
"What?'

"The baby. We're keeping him, and we'll raise him. You and I. Together. See, I've been thinking things over and
what to do about it all, and it hasto be that way. | know | don't have any right to ask it of you, and it's going to be
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hard, but we have to do it. He's my responsibility, and | have to take care of him. Y ou know I do. It'sonly right."
"Yes, of course, but—"

"And Emma's going to America. She doesn't want him, and | do. And you have to help me raise him. He needs a
mother, so you can't leave me. You can't." Hisjaw set. "No running away, Viola. Not for either of us. That's been
the problem all along, you know. We've both been running away. Mostly me, | admit, but that's not going to
happen anymore. | told you that, remember? | promised | wasn't going to walk away from you, and I'm not. Not
ever again. And I'm not letting you walk away, either."

She tried one more time. "John, | am-—"

"Damniit, I'm trying to talk to you. Woman, you're the one who always wants me to talk about things. Will you
stop interrupting me so | can do so?"

"She gave it up.

"God, Viola, sometimes, you drive me insane, you really do. Wanting to talk, and then when | try..." He paused,
with a sound of thorough exasperation with her. "No one gets under my skin like you. And | don't know why."

Violafought to keep a smile off her face. A
smile would ruin everything, and this was just getting good.

"I don't know what it is, but no one else can give me one look and shred me to ribbons. No one else can make the
heavens open when she smiles at me. No one but you, Viola. I've had alot of women in my life, God knows, but
I've only had one who can make me remember that | have a heart inside my chest instead of an empty hole. And
that woman is you."

Any thought of smiling vanished in the wake of that little speech. He was in complete earnest. Nothing clever or
amusing about it. It was the most beautiful thing she'd ever heard.

John paused long enough to suck in a breath, then said, "1 love that you have eyes like mud and hair like sunlight,
and | thank God every day for blackberry jam. | love that mole at the corner of your mouth, and | love the way you
laugh. | love fighting with you because | love making up with you. When | made up that poem that day in the boat,
| meant every word of it. Every word, Viola. No face so fair and none so dear. And | don't want any other. Ever.
For al the precious moments of my life, you're the only one."

He scowled at her, looking handsome and fierce, and so resentful. "Nobody ever getsto hear my poetry. Nobody
but you. And | may be the stupidest man on God's earth—"

"Hear, hear," muttered Anthony.

John ignored that. "And it may have taken me nine years to figure things out, but now | know what loveis. | know
because you taught me. | love you. Don't deserve you. Never did, but | love you. | love you more than my life."
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Hefell silent.
Violawaited amoment, but he did not speak again. She gave alittle cough. "Are you finished?' she asked.

He glanced around, and she saw it suddenly dawn on him that the dining room of the inn wasfilled with people,
and that all of them were staring at him. He lifted his chin a notch and straightened his cravat. "Yes."

He turned and strode away, but stopped at the door to ook back at her. "I'll be at Hammond Park," he told her, all
that proud defiance in his face. "Our home. Waiting for my wife to come back there where she belongs!"

With that, he opened the door and walked out, Slamming it behind him.

The room was as silent as a Quaker meeting. It was Dylan who spoke first. "Well," he said, leaning back in his
chair, "l don't believe we need have any further debate on the subject. It's clear your husband is madly in love with
you, Viola, because he just made a complete ass of himself."

The nursery was one of the few places at Hammond Park that John never went to. That after-noon, he did. When he
entered, one of hismaids, Hill, was there, seated in a chair beside a wooden cradle. His cradle once upon atime, he
fancied. The summer sun washed over the room, bathing the ivory wallsin yellow light.

Hill rose to her feet when he came in and bobbed a curtsy. He walked to her side and looked into the cradle. The
baby was asleep in his white nightshirt, a plain one, and there was alinen cap on his head. Dark hair stuck out from
beneath it, wispy strands of it over closed eyes with absurdly long dark lashes.

John stared at the infant for amoment, reached down and touched his finger tentatively to the baby's hand, then
pulled back. "He's so small.”

"He'll grow, my lord." Hill looked at him and smiled. "He's only a month old now, I'd say. Plenty of growing yet to
do."

The baby's eyes opened at the sound of their voices. Brown eyes stared up at him. Brandy brown, like his own.
"Hullo, James," he said, and looked at the maid. "I want to hold him, but he seems so fragile."

"No baby's that fragile," she said, smiling with all the indulgence of awoman for male absurdities. "A baby's
always ready to be held. It's just with a baby this young, you have to be sure to support his neck."

He pulled off his coat and threw it aside. "Show me."

He watched as the girl lifted the baby out of the crib, noting the position of her hands, one under James's bottom
and one securely behind his head. She placed the baby in the crook of his arm, and John sank into the chair beside
the crib.

"Am | doing thisright?'
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"Y ou might have been holding babies all your life, my lord," Hill said, reminding him of that night at Tremore
House when Beckham had made a similar comment. He hoped they were right, because he was going to be the best
damn father in al England. Right now, however, he felt he was in way over his head.

James closed his eyes and drifted off to Sleep again with alittle sigh.
Hill sighed, too. "Right sweet that is, if you don't mind my saying so, my lord."
Hedidn't mind.

She gave alittle cough. "If you please, sir, | need to be getting some fresh laundry for him. He'll need changing any
time now. Do you want to give him back, and I'll take him with me?’

He shook his head, gazing at his son. "Not a bit of it. I'm not giving him over. Go on to the laundry, Hill. I'll stay
here and watch him until you get back."

"Oh, no, sir!" She sounded horrified. "l couldn't leave you. What if he started to cry and fuss? Men hate that."
"I won't hateit." He looked up. "Hill, get that worried frown off your pretty face and go."

He winked at her and smiled, and that made her Jaugh. He was still a shameless flirt. Probably always would be.
Ah, well.

The girl bobbed a curtsy, then left the room, and he was aone with his son.

He touched the baby's cheek. It was the softest thing he'd ever felt in hislife. "We'll buy you an estate," he said,
thinking out loud. "And railway stocks."

James stirred, making a distressed sound in his sleep.

"What's wrong with railway stocks?' John murmured. "Railways are the way of the future. Y ou watch and see if
I'm not right. With an estate and good investments, you'll be arich man by the time you're out of Cambridge.”

His son hit him in the chest with one tiny fist, but did not wake up.
"Cambridge," he repeated for emphasis. "Not Oxford."

Brown eyes blinked open at the firmness of hisvoice, then closed again. The small mouth opened for a huge,
uninterested yawn.

John laughed softly. "Bored by school already, my son? Y ou won't know what boredom is until they throw Latin at
you." He smoothed the fine brown hair across the baby's forehead at the eyelet edge of the cap. "They'll be cruel,
James. No gettng around it. They'll call you a bastard, and I'm sorry about that. But I'll teach you to keep your head
up and act like you don't give a damn, because that's what a man has to do, you see."
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James stirred again, turning his face to the side, his nose brushing the ruffles of John's shirtfront. He grasped a
handful of the ruffles, still asleep.

John looked down, staring at the tiny, perfect fingernails of his son, and something hot and fierce unfolded inside
him. A powerful feeling of wonder and awe and love that filled the last crevices of the holein his soul.

"I'll take care of you," he said in a savage whisper. "Don't worry about a thing. I'll see that you have an income of
your own, so you won't ever feel desperate or scared. And I'll be right there to see that you don't squander it on
stupid things. No getting into debt. No deep stakes gambling. And about the women..."

He considered that for a moment, then sighed, giving in to the inevitable. "I know I'm going to lose if | eventry to
reason with you on that one." Leaning closer, he pressed a kiss to his son's brow and murmured, "We won't tell
Viola. She might get upset about that."

If she comes home.
The thought whispered in his mind like a shiver in acold room. If Violadidn't come home, what would he do?

That hideous feeling of helplessness returned, the same thing he'd felt looking at her in the Wild Boar. He could tell
she hadn't been all that impressed by his little speech. He couldn't even remember what he said, but it hadn't been

witty, and it hadn't been clever, and it sure as hell hadn't been poetic. And there she'd sat, staring at him in complete
astonishment, as if he was off his chump for even daring to follow her and talk about |ove after what had happened.

John knew there was nothing he could do to make her come home. Nothing he could say to undo the past or right
his wrongs. Nothing. She wouldn't come back to him. After all, he was the one who had always done the walking
away. No surpriseif she turned the tables. He deserved it.

But desperate men did desperate things. He knew that better than anybody. Being a desperate man, he prayed.
"Come home, Viola," he said, holding his son and praying hard. "Just come home."

Violapressed her fist to her mouth, listening. Oh, how she loved this man. Always had. Always would.

She moved into the doorway and saw him sitting by the cradle. When she looked at him with the baby in his arms,
her heart began to ache with ajoy so sweet, she could hardly breathe. All her life she had dreamed romantic dreams
of having the honest love of one good man. It wasn't adream anymore. It was life. And it wasn't the life she'd
imagined at all. It wasn't easy, and it wasn't bliss, and it may have been paid for with tears and pain, and every day
was alesson in learning to just get along. But it was real and it was precious and it was hers. From now on she was
hanging onto that life and this man with everything she had.

She made a sound from the doorway, soft enough not to wake the baby, and he looked up. When he saw her, he
didn't smile. He didn't move. He was as still as an image in a painting by Reynolds, with the sun washing over him
and the child in his arms. She walked into the room. "l came to make up,” she said.

"Youdid?
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She nodded. "It was that speech,” she said, deciding not to tell him she'd never intended to leave. She'd tell him
someday. Maybe. Or maybe not. "It was the most incoherent, rambling, beautiful thing I've ever heard." She knelt
by the chair. She put her hand on his knee. "'l love you, too, by the way."

He gave a short, disbelieving laugh. "I can't think why."

Violalooked at her husband. Reaching up, she brushed back the unruly hair at his temple and smiled. "Because you
keep tricking me." She began to laugh. "Y ou silver-tongued devil."

Epilogue

Chapter Graphic

Previous||Top

"I want to go up." John turned at the end of the long gallery at Hammond Park, chewing on his thumbnail as he
came back toward the stairs. "Deuce take it, why can't | go up?'

Anthony poured a glass of port and brought it to him. "Husbands are not allowed," he said for perhaps the twentieth
time.

"Stupid,” John muttered, "since we're the cause of it all." He raked a hand through his hair. He hated this waiting,
this helplessness. He was so scared, he thought he was going to throw up.

His brother-in-law held out the glass. "Have another drink."
"I don't want another drink. How can you be so damned calm about this?"

Anthony sighed and set the port on the table beneath a painting of the tenth Viscount Hammond, John's
grandfather. "I know what you're feeling, believe me. And I'm not calm. I'm just doing better at hiding it than you
are.”

A cry floated to them from the nearby stairs, a cry of intense pain, smothered almost at once by the slam of adoor.
That cry tore his guts apart. "That'sit," he said, and started for the stairs. "I'm going up."

Anthony hauled him back. "Y ou can't.”
"Christ," John muttered, and started pacing again. "It's been half the night already. How long does this take?"

"Forever."
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Footsteps sounded over their heads, but another hour went by, and no one came. John's fear deepened with each
turn he took down the gallery, and he nearly came apart when he heard another cry of pain from his wife echoing
down the stairs.

"I'm going up. She needs me." Anthony made a grab for him, but he evaded it and started up the stairs. On the
landing, he encountered Daphne coming down.

Nothing in John's life had ever felt like this moment. He stopped. "Viola?"'
"Sheiswell," Daphne assured him. "I came down to tell you that because | thought you might be worried."
"Worried?' That was so patently tame a description of how he felt that he almost laughed at her.

She put ahand on hisarm. "Come," she said, and started to guide him back down, but he re-sisted. "John," she said
with quiet firmness, "you cannot help. You will only get in the way. Come."

He reluctantly allowed himself to be pulled back down the stairs.

"This sort of thing takes along time," Daphne told him. "l was in labor for two days."

"God!" Two days of this and he'd go mad.

Daphne patted his back in a soothing motion. "She's doing well, truly."

They returned to the gallery. "Everything is al right," Daphne told Anthony, and went back upstairs.

It was another hour, another eternity, before Daphne came back down again. He was at the far end of the gallery
when she called his name. "John?"

He came at arun and was halfway to her before she spoke again. "Now you can go up.”
"Isshedl right?" he cried, racing past his sister-in-law.
"Yes," she answered, following him as he started up the stairs.

He had to see that for himself. He took the stairs two at a time and entered the bedchamber, racing right past Dr.
Morrison. John took one look at his wife, at her pale face and disheveled hair, and he skidded to a halt just inside
the door, his heart in histhroat.

She looked so tired.

"Viola" He walked over to the side of the bed, and as he did so, he saw the baby in her arms, ared-faced, wailing
bit of athing with an absurdly tiny nose.

"Viola," he said again, because he couldn't think of anything to say but her name. He sank to his knees next to the
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bed.

Her hand reached out, touched his hair. "What happened to that silver-tongued devil | married?' she murmured
with atired, throaty chuckle.

He shook his head violently, seized her hand in both of hisand kissed it. What the hell was a man supposed to say
at atime like this? There weren't any words.

"John," she said as he half rose and kissed her cheek, her hair. "I'm all right. The baby's al right."
"Sure?"
She nodded and bit her lip, looking at him. Then she spoke. "We have agirl."

"A girl?" Stunned, he sank back to his knees and looked at the baby again. He stared, watching her as her fierce,
angry wails died away into hiccoughs and she nestled into the vee of Viola's open nightgown, seeking her breast.
She's hungry, he thought.

A girl.

He leaned closer, studying the baby in the dim lamplight, and it was then that he saw the tiny mole at the corner of
her mouth. Joy welled up in his chest like awave. He began to laugh. A girl.

"She's gorgeous!” he cried. "By God, sheis. She looksjust like her mother!™

"Oh, stop," Violasaid, aimost laughing.

"She does." He turned to Daphne, who was standing by the door with the doctor. "Doesn't she?"
Daphne smiled. "l believe you are right.”

"Of course | am." He turned back to hiswife. "Look," he said, touching the baby's head, smoothing the damp, fine,
barely visible blond fuzz that passed for hair. "She's got your hair. And that little mole and, by heaven, she's got
that pretty, pretty mouth." He laughed again. "Her eyes are the color of pond mud, I'll wager athousand pounds on
it."

Thistime Violadid laugh. "We won't know for awhile. All babies are born with blue eyes. We'll have to wait and

John didn't need to wait. He looked at his beautiful baby girl and he looked at his beautiful wife. Y es, he thought,
eyes like pond mud, hair like golden sunlight, and a heart big enough to love even him. And he had a strong,
healthy son sleeping upstairsin the nursery. Damn, how did an irresponsible, reckless scapegrace like him ever get
so lucky?
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